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Part 1 


>K>K>K 


It’s not known where Tarko Bennesion was born. His early 
life, his parentage, are question marks. At this far future 
time, people will often be born with features we would see 
as outlandish. There’s no explanation for how this came to 
be. It will be so normal to them, they wouldn’t see any need 
of one. Aman is born with a head shaped like a dog. What 
of it? There is no future record of any source, man-made or 
otherwise, that could have caused the increased rate of 
mutation. It naturally developed that the human form was 
never restricted. Perhaps the question should be, why is no 
one born this way in our time? 


Tarko had a sagging, purpurate baboon face, with 
piercing jet-black eyes. He was never teased about his 
looks as a young person. Nobody would have thought them 
noteworthy. He was teased for his shyness. The boy 
gravitated towards books. Though an orphan, he hada 


relatively uneventful childhood. It was even a stable 
childhood, in a strange way. It had the stability of the 
institutions. He lived in different parts of the urban 
northeastern Statelands - that loose, decentralized 
conglomerate of regions which will evolve out of our 
current United States of America. Though he never had a 
true home, all the institutions he arrived at had familiar 
patterns. They felt, in some sense, like the same place, a 
sort of cold home unbound by geography. 


First he was moved from orphanage to orphanage, 
then from youth shelter to youth shelter. Sometimes wild 
and unruly, he could get the other kids on his side with 
rebellious outbursts that seemed to clash with his 
bookishness. There was a volatility in him, a wild dreamer 
itching to get out and strut his stuff in the light of day. He 
mostly just dreamt. The supervisors looked askance at him, 
never recommended him for adoption to visiting shoppers. 

It was agreed that the boy would never have a practical 
mind. He had little interest in being one of the “home 
boys”, one of the reliable and predictable scamps roaming 
about the neighborhood, buttoned shirts and slicked-back 
hair, masculine in a constrained way, who “rumbled” with 
one another out of sight of authorities. Urchins, 
delinquents, ragamuffins with absent guardians, who would 
hold down a menial job for as long as they could stand, to 
keep the creds coming into their pockets, then spend those 
creds in one pop, on nothing sensible. Certainly, like those 
boys, he was reserved, often aloof to a fault, and rarely 


showed much emotion. This was where the similarities 
ended. A dreamer could never be a true home boy. Tarko 
showed no inclination towards making the effort. He was 
too modest and poetic to truly excel at clowning, though his 
strange fancies sometimes brought chuckles. He showed 
no signs of narcissism, was aware of his faults, owned up to 
his shortcomings and listened to others. Yet he was a 
universe unto himself. 


As he grew, more and more of his time was devoted to 
drawing. He drew anything in front of him, never anything 
from his imagination. What went on in there, in the depths 
of his mind? It seemed certain that there was more of an 
inner life to Tarko than the observation of the mundane 
shown on those pieces of paper. Perhaps he felt unable to 
adequately convey those deeper worlds. Whatever hidden 
wants and desires he might have harbored, they were 
never conveyed, neither in his art, nor in his rare 
conversations with peers. He gravitated most towards girls 
his age. He never had a romantic relationship during his 
youth. There is no indication that he showed perceptible 
romantic interest in anyone of any gender. He would listen 
attentively and supportively to the problems of his young 
female friends, problems which something compelled them 
to share with their quiet companion. These relatively rare 
moments were the times that he seemed closest to others. 

They would happen alongside bursts of artistic creation. 
Looking at the old studious drawings, there’s no clear link 
between them and the problems of young girls, as told toa 


young boy. Perhaps it’s right in front of us, difficult to 
perceive. 


He grew from older boy to younger man. No parental 
guardians ever arrived for him. Then he neither needed 
not desired any. He was comfortable on his own, so 
comfortable that it felt as if things had never been 
otherwise. Through lifes training, he found that he could 
make a modest living by sticking near the main nodes of the 
ruinated-yet-crowded northeastern megalopolis of Erdron, 
selling his drawings on the corner to bored urbanites. 
Because this racket brought such paltry profits, the gangs 
had little-to-no interest in fine art - beyond, potentially, as a 
convenient front. With the general lethargy of law 
enforcement at an all-time high, there was little need of 
fronts. The fine arts languished. For those few interested in 
beautifying their dilapidated apartments, Tarko offered an 
affordable option. With these funds he purchased his bread 
and cheese, and his liquor. He continued in mournful 
solitude, towards a blank future. 


This condition of stasis persisted throughout the heart 
of Tarkos youth, persisted over the years. For a man that 
young, he likely presumed he would live like this for the rest 
of his life, until his body gave out from drink. He was rarely 
a wild drinker. It was the regularity of the habit - not 
torturing his body, but not giving it time to fully recover - 
the accumulation of small but persistent miseries. He dwelt 
in a crumbling, peeling, echoing third-floor flat, in a forlorn 
narrow building, on a forlorn block in a forlorn section of 


town. There was only ever a modest trickle of traffic. It was 
a place as sparsely inhabited as these central parts of the 
megalopolis got. A feeling of desolation hung over that 
place. It was full of echoes. Nobody visited. Occasionally, 
Tarko would converse with some other local young artists at 
a nearby tavern. Though this was a once-bustling urban 
center, the current inhabitants were penny-pinching and 
aloof. There were just enough regular buyers to support a 
handful of artists. Those other artists were filled with mean 
little dreams, with petty wants and childish convictions that 
perfectly suited their patrons. Tarko gained nothing more 
from speaking with these artists than he might have from 
speaking with anyone on the street. Nor was he looking for 
more. It didn’t appear that he was looking for much of 
anything. He still had no deeper relationships, no romance 
in his life. Whatever animated Tarko was impossible to 
decipher from the script of his daily patterns. And so, life 
continued, without apparent rhyme or reason, one day 
bleeding into the next. 


One evening, at the age of thirty-two, Tarko came back to 
his apartment from an unusually wild night of revelry with 
his friends. There was no occasion, no holiday, nothing 
auspicious to explain this hedonism. It was just an irregular 
bout of self-destruction, as frenzied as it was mundane, as 
audacious as it was meaningless. With a familiar sense of 
profound dissatisfaction, the Baboonoid artist lay on his cot, 


waiting patiently for the oblivion of sleep. It was a waiting 
game that he was skilled at, through years of practice. 


No sooner had he closed his eyes, than he was struck 
by a bolt from the blue. Powerful shocks of divine fear 
flowed up and down his spine. He fell into an ecstatic trance 
wholly unlike that of any substance he had ever imbibed. 
The feeling eclipsed narcotic inebriation completely. It 
forever sapped any desire to take such stuff again. He 
could feel the icy flowing of the tainted blood that flowed 
through his veins. For the first time in his adult life, it felt 
as if that ceaseless pumping and flowing had some sort of 
meaning, that it wasn’t just some process designed to keep 
him temporarily within a queasily tenuous existence, a self- 
degrading machine. Heavenly colors flashed before his 
eyes. Like one blinded by the light of the sun, an image 
began to resolve itself from out of the chromatic glare. The 
clarity of that vision was superhuman. He didn’t 
understand how he could comprehend such fidelity. At that 
moment he was certain that he would die on that cot, that 
his fragile being could not withstand the stunning Romance 
which now struck him with a feeling akin to being 
sandwiched between colliding planets. 


The girl he now saw had an ageless beauty, but Tarko 
guessed she was in her late twenties or early thirties. Her 
attire was modest. The blouse was white over her light- 
olive skin. It was likely taffeta. Her tan ruffled skirt was 
knee-length. Her limbs were thin but healthily solid, as was 
her neck. She wore sandals. Her exposed toes seemed 


girlish to Tarko. Her black hair was worn straight down, 
long, but not too long. The features of her face were shy 
but direct, modest but beautiful. Her almond eyes gazed 
with a mesmerizing charm. Lips which were thin in a 
healthy and appealing way, were curled up in a slight smile. 


And Tarko knew that nothing would, nothing could 
ever be the same. 


Much to his amazement, he awoke the next morning to find 
himself alive, having barely vomited in his sleep the night 
before - certainly not nearly enough to cause a choking 
hazard. He knew that he would never drink again, that he 
was blessed with Clean Living from this time forward. And 
he knew that such a thing was not normal. This was a 
miracle. Now was the time for action. He scampered onto 
two legs, urping only slightly, thrilled by how relatively 
minor the hangover effects were. This was the smallest 
part of the blessing, he knew. He cast about the messy 
living space. Finally, he found all the materials he was 
looking for. He gathered them. He closed his eyes, 
concentrated. 


Concentrated. Concentrated. Concentrated. 
Concentrated. Concentrated. Concentrated. 
Concentrated. Concentrated. Concentrated. 
Concentrated. 


Concentrated. 


As he made those initial marks, he quickly realized that 
the job of capturing her on paper might take up the better 
part of the rest of his life. He didn’t yet have the fortitude 
to consider that he might never be able to do the vision 
justice. Right now, all that mattered was to make any 
progress he could, on this, his holy effort. 


He knew that he had seen her nowhere outside of his 
vision. He was equally certain that she existed, here, in this 
miserable world. The idea that she might have been a 
figment of his imagination never occurred to him as a 
possibility. Whenever his fingers trembled too much, he 
stopped, waited patiently for the shaking to die down. He 
had all the time. At least, this was what he told himself, to 
calm his nerves. All the time he needed. All the time. 


All the time. All the time. All the time. All the time. 
All the time. 


He sketched. He sketched and sketched, and he found 
himself panting through his nostrils. He tried to go back to 
that place, the place of the vision. But he was so far away 
from that place. He looked around the shadowed daytime 
darkness of the dingy flat, and he saw that he was ina 
different world, a different universe. He saw that there 
were many worlds, and he only wanted to be in one of them. 
He wanted to be in the world of that unnamed beauty from 
his vision. Just for a moment, then, he felt a sense of 
concern. The young man was no fool. He knew that what 
he was feeling was LOVE, true and tumultuous, and that 


there was something deeply concerning about falling in love 
with a woman, however real, who he only knew from the 
briefest vision. He also knew that this was no ordinary 
vision. He couldn’t reconcile the factors that danced 
through his quietly manic brain. A woman - a woman he 
didn’t know? Was there something in this vision, something 
which helped Tarko to know the woman in some way? 
When the people spoke of “love at first sight”, they were 
referring to an instance in which two separate parties 
viewed one another. There was no indication that this 
woman had ever viewed Tarko. He was having a solo vision, 
as far as he could tell. Was there nothing mutual? Was 
there nothing shared? Then how could there be love? How 
could there be love? 


How? How? How? 
How. 


He felt it. It was unquestionable, and it ripped at the 
fabric of his very being, powerful, insistent. How. For only 
a split-second, he entertained the idea that he was losing 
his mind. Then the idea disappeared, replaced by the 
ironclad assurance of true faith. He didn’t have to 
understand anything. Love was not tied to understanding, 
to mere reason. He scribbled, tore off the page, started 
again. All marks were inadequate. All through the day, he 
drew, mentally flagellating himself for the inadequacy of his 

skill. Evening came. He hastily grabbed some cheese to 
gnaw as he continued to sketch from the imperfect scene in 


his memory. Night came, and he saw it. He saw everything, 
that this was his lifes-work henceforward. He couldn’t stay 
in this miserable place. He would have to travel, come Hell 
or high water, would have to search for this woman of his 
vision. It was his Destiny. He had nothing else to live for. 
His eyes grew heavier. He leaned over his sketchpad in the 
drear darkness. His appreciation grew moment-by- 
moment. The mere thought of that woman, even so second- 
hand and removed from the glory of the vision, from that 
sharp superhuman perception, even just the faint notion of 
her, a waft from a thousand leagues away with the barest 
trace of her immortal scent. That gave him everything to 
live for. 


He awoke the next day in much the same condition as the 
day before, minus the vomit residue. He quickly washed 
himself and began sketching busily. He stopped himself. It 
was time to prepare. He couldn’t stay here, simply 
drawing. He had to move. He would need to travel starting 
now. He would need to have art supplies with him at-all- 
times. Why? He looked at the drawing. Why? If he could 
find her, why draw her? What did such drawings matter, 
what did any drawings matter? He knew that he had to 
draw. He got up, staggered around. He ruffled through 
some of his old drawings. Yes. Perhaps he could sell these 
on the road. But he couldn’t afford a cart. Not even close. 
To keep traveling, he would have to carry everything on his 
back. He went over to the big potato sack that he used to 


cart his wares down to the street corner. Yes. A change of 
clothes, any supplies, everything should fit in there no- 
problem. He would lug it all around, searching for her 
everywhere. And he would hone his skill. He would do it to 
remain in funds, for the journey. Of course. Why else? 


He knew that wasn’t it. He knew that the true reason 
was deeper, more complex. His vision-mind, fragment of 
the divine wisdom through which he had seen the woman, 
imparted him with this sure knowledge. Why had he ever 
been so attracted to drawing? To observational drawing in 
particular? Oh, he had always been a retiring sort. You 
could certainly say that it was natural for a shy youth to 
take up such a meditative pastime. But his daydreams 
hadn’t typically been so mundane. He remembered, as a 
boy, dreaming about rockets and dragons and mummies 
and ghosts, all the usual nonsense. He could have easily 
drawn any of it, could have filled pages with his colorful 
imaginings, as did so many other kids. Even then, he had 
only wanted to draw from observation, to draw from life. 
Oh, how the time flies. Here he was now. Trying to draw 
from life. As if it had always been his Destiny. How 
redundant. What else was Destiny? Destiny was always 
Destiny, was always “always”. And this was it. His Destiny, 
his meaning had always been... what? To draw this one 
single figure? 


To draw this one single figure. 


And why? Maniac inspiration hardened Tarkos 
muscles with nerve-tingling conviction. He blinked, trying 
to keep his mind from swooning against the buffeting waves 
of realization. The purpose was to meet, to behold, this 
lovely woman, to fulfill the ironclad dictates of his true 
master, Romance. This was the worthiest cause. He 
realized that he was a True Romantic. He was a lost lamb 
gaining the fold. Oh, how he’d strayed. A lost child. Now 
here he was, and he needed it. He needed to be able to 
manifest the Destiny Woman. 


Tarko had never been interested in the arcane arts. At 
that future time, many examples of this type of art will be 
practiced, with the same high degree of skill that the fields 
of science, technology, engineering and mathematics are 
practiced today. Of these four popular contemporary 
pursuits, I would venture to say that the nearest in 
character to an arcane art is applied mathematics. Like any 
scholarly arts, those of an arcane nature can benefit from a 
collaborative community. But the arcanist is essentially a 
solitary being. There are rarely any giant arcane labs, 
rarely any great complex arcane machines with scores of 
technicians laboring over them all at once. These things 
will exist, to be sure, but they’ll be very rare at that point in 
time. Tarko certainly had the eremitic personality suitable 
for arcana. He could have been an excellent alchemist, 
could have gotten in on the fledgling but promising field of 
psionics, could likely have even made a splash in Wicca. To 
him, it was all little better than crass sorcery, dangerous 


parlor tricks to distract from the complexities of life. He 
had once read a quote to that effect, attributed to the great 
Wiccan, San Wortle. But it wasn’t the quote that led him to 
this conclusion. It was simply his considered opinion. He 
rarely gave arcana a thought. 


Now he was sure that he was knee-deep in wild 
Romance-magic that was tied to the stream of his flowing 
life. By capturing the divine apparition of his heart with 
greater and greater fidelity, he might bring the destined 
meeting closer and closer. It was “sympathetic magic”, one 
of the oldest and purest types. He had to travel. He had to 
draw. He had to manifest his Destiny. 


He left town without saying goodbye to anybody. He 
was certain that nobody would care, that it would be good 
for a punchline at most. The people of this place didn’t 
need him in the slightest. Somehow, he needed them less. 
The emotion upon leaving was flat relief, with nothing to 
complicate it. Did anyone miss him? The records don’t tell. 
He marched through the outskirts, through increasing 
strata of desolation. As he walked, moment by moment, 
conviction hardened in his mind. These ideas, they had 
come to him from nowhere. They didn’t have any kind of 
shine about them. They were just notions, certainties that 
imposed themselves on his mind. But the vision had been 
the experience of his life, eclipsing everything before it, 
surpassing all other pleasures by leaps and bounds. A mere 
twenty-four hours after his life had been changed in all of 
one minute, the convictions were mixed, in the far-back 


depths of his mind, with the memory-glow from the vision 
itself. The ideas, which had arrived on a wind of need, 
appearing to fill blanks otherwise unfillable and in urgent 
need of resolution, were losing their utilitarian character. 
Soon, they would be holy lore, such that Tarko wouldn’t 
conceive of a time when they weren’t self-evident. 


The weight of the bag wore on him during that first 
day. He would become so used to this discomfort that it 
would cease to register. His back would develop a slight 
bend, his arms an unnerving strength. His fortitude would 
become monstrous, legendary, without his ever giving it 
much thought. Many years did he wander up and down the 
East Coast. He soon knew all the art stores like a junkie 
knows crooked pharmacists. The first night, he found a 
ramshackle roadside inn. Many a time, he would sleep ina 
well-hidden place on the side of the road. Never once was 
he robbed. Far-off and spacey though his eyes seemed, he 
had an uncanny instinct for avoiding vulnerable places. He 
became the envy of other vagabonds. Getting “rolled” - 
having ones possessions stolen while one lay sleeping - was 
practically a right-of-passage. Somehow, Tarko was always 
able to find sleeping spots where none looked. This was 
doubly impressive because any observant social parasite 
could easily see that the artist took in a reasonable haul for 
his wares, while he spent next to nothing. He was a 
damnably desirable target. Whatever ability of 
manifestation he might be gaining from his endless artistic 
page-filling seemed to allow him to “de-manifest” when he 


wished - to discover the pockets in perception, the places 
where even the craftiest opportunists never searched. As if 
there was some psychic block around these zones that only 
his active mind could penetrate. 


In these pocket places, he would dream and plan. Then 
he would keep moving. Always moving. Soon homes up- 
and-down the coast were graced with images of the woman 
Tarko dreamt of. He only varied the subject matter when 
strictly necessary, when the market absolutely demanded it. 
At these times he would whip up some generic still life, 
creating it from memory to have the appearance of a study, 
the work of less than two hours. Then, as if coming up for 
oxygen, he would immediately continue with his single 
important subject. Always, as he traveled, he sought the 
crowds. To look through all those faces was his top priority. 
In the crowds, he was invisible. His purpose then was only 
to seek out the woman of his vision. He rarely sold much to 
such crowds. More important to his financial success was 
his knack for discovering the hidden communities, the 
thriving and bustling hubs in places that held no such 
promise when viewed from outside, by untrained eyes. 
Tarko could find the lively spots within landscapes that 
outwardly indicated only dingy desolation. In these pocket 
zones, he could often sell his stuff at affordable prices, for a 
tidy profit, to a market for which there was little 
competition. Nobody else was interested. 


And he scoured the taverns and bazaars, the street 
festivals and coffee shops. Always he was looking for her. 


Always, he found only the worn and weary faces of a 
population without direction, in an age too new and bold for 
the ordinary stomachs of the ordinary folks who’d created 
it. The world was changing, and the old gods and demigods 
retreated farther and farther into the background, until 
they were almost out of sight. They were replaced by 
promise, if frightening, advances in the field of psionics, by 
unsettling new interplanetary political and cultural 
developments, by the gossip that swarmed around a new 
international class of adventurous young cosmopolitan go- 
getters who had little respect for the parochialisms of 
yesteryear. It was too much all and once, and it unsettled 
the average person-on-the-street. It completely passed 
Tarko by. He had no judgements to give, regarding such 
extroverted things. He sold his artistically conservative fare 
to ordinary dwellers in ordinary burgs, housewives who put 
them up in the sitting room with lectures to their husbands 
about the necessity of not forgetting to appreciate beauty, 
up-and-coming young salesmen who fancied themselves 
dreamers and gazed longingly at the pictures of the lovely 
woman to give a visual companion to their marriage 
daydreams, crusty old carriage mechanics who glanced 
now-and-then at the pictures to remind them of their youth. 


Tarko sold dreams. And because the complexity of his 
own dreams was hidden, was not given away by the visual 
manifestations he produced, those without a fragment of his 
complexity bought them without qualms, certain that they 
were buying dreams of their own. Thus the pictures 


became new dreams altogether. He sold the dreams, 
rather he gave them away, without any qualms. He was 
happy to see them go. The endgame had nothing to do with 
amassing a collection of “good” drawings. The only purpose 
of a given sketch, was improvement, so that the next sketch 
could be better. Always, the vision lived in his mind. 
Always, improvement was the only goal. The finished 
product would not be the “perfect sketch”. The finished 
product, if it could be attained, would be the manifestation 
of Destiny, the bringing-about of the meeting, Tarko 
together at last with the woman of the vision. 


As the years wore on, the character of his relationship 
with this image shifted. He had been in love with the 
unknown woman from the moment he saw her. But he had 
also been keenly aware that it was most likely this woman 
didn’t know of his existence. This had been one of the first 
things he realized upon regaining his faculties after the 
vision. He never changed his thinking on this. But it 
became gradually less and less emphasized. What had 
been “the woman in the vision” became “the Destiny 
Woman”, then became “my Destiny Lady” or “my Lady of 
Destiny”. Nothing about the designation “Destiny Lady” 
seemed remotely embarrassing, remotely awkward, to him. 
He was certain that it was a perfectly logical label to apply 
to her, a straightforward description of what she was. He 
never spoke of these things to anyone. There was nobody 
to speak with, nobody in his travelling life that he saw ona 
regular basis, that he formed a genuine friendship with, 


that he considered worthy of being imparted with such 
sacred knowledge. The people, plebians all, wouldn’t know 
what to do with the revelation. There were precious few 
True Romantics. 


Tarko had no doubt as to what he would do, if-and- 
when he met his Lady of Destiny. He would fall to his knees. 
This was assuming that he didn’t die of shock and ecstasy 
the moment he lay eyes on her. He could think of no finer 
way to go. On his knees, with forthright tenderness, he 
would ask her if there was any possibility that he could be 
her lover. If she humored the idea, he would pledge with 
unheard-of zeal to fulfil any conditions she might put down. 
If she refused him outright, he would excuse himself from 
her sight, and would cease the functioning of his organs at 
once through pure willpower, so as not to be a bother in her 
world for a moment longer. The only request, short of 
anything obviously immoral, that he wouldn’t grant her, 
would be asking him to stay on, loveless, as her personal 
slave. Begging her merciful pardon, he would explain that 
his feeble constitution wouldn’t be capable of surviving such 
an infinitely unendurable torture, beyond all human 
conception - being so near her, yet never attaining a speck, 
a solitary mewling iota of love. At best, he would wither and 
die within twenty-four hours, leaving her with an unsightly 
husk and nothing else. With this explained, he would 
remove himself and volitionally cease his vital functions. 


He never even considered that the woman might point 
out that she didn’t even know him. This lady was tied to his 


Destiny. Such things as “getting to know someone” were 
the stuff of free will, an entirely different matter. Nor could 
it ever occur to him that demanding on-the-spot important 
life decisions could be seen as less-than-courteous, or that 
talk of mentally commanding his guts to stop working might 
be frightening. To him, all of this was just a normal part of 
the workings of the universe. His Lady of Destiny would 
surely understand. He desired to serve her, and he desired 
it with brooding totalitarian fervor. Intense? Yes. 
Frightening? Surely not. He saw himself as the meekest of 
tame lovers, a gentleman through-and-through, that no 
woman had any reason to fear. In a real sense, he was spot- 
on. He wanted the best for women, the best for all good 
people. Most men are poisoned, at some point, by a need 
for power and control for its own sake. He was blessedly 
free from this. But when he imagined the scenarios of the 
fated meeting, when they played out endlessly in his head, 
his lower lip quivered uncontrollably, he had to hold himself 
still, to steady his nerves. 


Nearly a decade went by. As he mastered the art of 
traveling, it became as routine as routine can be, as routine 
as his life in Erdron. It seemed that the rest of his days 
would be spent in recollection of a minute-long vision from 
the waning days of his youth. One day, while exploring 
regions near the southeastern tip of the Statelands, he was 
wandering over low white dunes. Rainclouds were all 
around. He was drizzled on frequently but hadn’t been fully 
soaked yet. The sky was rapidly shifting and changing. He 


wasn’t too concerned. His potato sack was good protection 
against water. He had no drawings in there he minded 
getting wet, anyhow. The wind picked up, rustling the 
sparse lanky grass that dotted the area, blowing the pale 
sand up into gritty curlicue-clouds. The rain started up 
harder, this time nearly horizontal as it struck his saggy 
face. He was getting tired of moisture. In the distance, his 
sharp eyes spotted an old manor-house. No lights came 
from it, despite the fading light outside. General lack of 
upkeep marked it as almost certainly abandoned. It stood 
apart and alone, a holiday retreat from a different era. A 
tall attic tower gazed out over the grey landscape with a 
melancholy porthole eye. No reason not to use this old ruin 
as shelter. Though dilapidated, it didn’t look so rickety that 
a sudden hurricane would blow the whole thing over on top 
of him - though there was never any guarantee with 
hurricanes. He could rest out of the wet, perhaps sup on a 
can of beans. If critters had taken up residence, as was 
likely, he was skilled at shooing out even the most 
persistent. He knew the tricks. Yes, it was time to rest, he 
was weary to the bone. He trekked resolutely towards the 
structure. 


It was lucky to find such solid shelter there, in the 
middle of those lonely dune-lands. He entered the 
darkness. The smell of moldering wood greeted him. There 
was no sign of any critter larger than a bug. As he was 
enjoying his beans, the storm struck. The roar of the wind 
was spectral. It was an impossibly lonely, weirdly angered 


whisper from a far-distant time. It rattled the old place. 
Water gushed through any openings. None reached Tarko 
where he sat on the floor of what had probably been a living 
room. But if the floor flooded, it could get pretty damp, 
pretty quick. He got up to look around. There were only a 
few spots throughout the big house where it was really 
streaming in. The stairs up seemed pretty sturdy. Coming 
to a second-floor interior room with the feel of a parlor, he 
noticed a blocky wood table that had clearly been made to 
last. He plopped the potato sack on one of the heavy chairs 
scattered about. This table was his place for the night. He 
lay his back on the dusty wood surface. The wind howled as 
if it would never stop. It was cool, damnably cool. He found 
himself shivering slightly. Looking up at the blank darkness 
of that ceiling, hearing the hurricane outside and feeling 
the moist chill in his bones, a strange feeling cane to him, as 
if he’d been here, had done all this before. As if life were 
manifesting a representation of something inside him. His 
teeth chattered. The air inside the ruin grew almost frosty. 
Not just a bit of chill, this was a living atmosphere that 
tugged at him. It pulled. He pulled his beans back out, 
couldn’t finish the bottom of the can. This wild hurricane 
atmosphere was too distracting. It was spooky. Closing his 
eyes, he curled up. He hoped the whole place didn’t 
collapse like a house of cards while he slept. 


Who can say how much time passed before it came, 
that second vision? Galaxies of swirling color made him feel 
unease. A humming, throbbing drone suffused every 


corner of this chromatic dream-universe. Perhaps it was 
some melding of the seemingly distant outer roaring of the 
storm, with the ambient pulse throbbing in his own ears. 
He penetrated deeper into the swirling galaxies of color. 
Were half-remembered moments being reenacted, deep 
within that churning effulgence? Or was this the seat of the 
memories themselves? Those memories were burnt to 
nothing in the glare of the ominous new sun that suddenly 
imposed itself. 


The dream-sun burned. It resolved itself. It was the 
unfolding of ecstasy. Tarko felt his faith renew. There were 
the features of his Destiny Lady. They shone upon his 
reeling minds-eye with even greater clarity than the first 
time. 


Outside, the hurricane continued to knock away at the 
mansion. The latter was proving itself sturdily built. It had 
withstood hurricanes before. It would withstand more still. 
It was stable. Inside, Tarko felt stable. He ravenously took 
in the hyper-resolution image. It was the font of stability, 
the pillar of his psychic universe, the heart of his dreams. 
Opposite to visions of madness. Eventually, the vision faded, 
as all things, even the most eternal, must. Only a silent, 
near-contemplative roaring accompanied him as he 
approached the depths of sleep. After that divine vision, his 
mind couldn’t return to the normal dreamlike chaos. 

Before he fell into true slumber - that dark state which 
claims us all - he worried. He was still ecstatic, but he 
couldn’t help fretting over the potential future difficulties of 


sharing this valuable, this holy knowledge with others, even 
with fellow True Romantics. For the sake of Romance, it 
would one day be imperative to pass on the wonder of these 
things. He was sure of this. Was it possible to express such 
splendor? The thought of doing it disservice made his vitals 
twist loathsomely. Feelings like this accomplished nothing. 
When the time came, he would just have to try conveying 
the visionary glory, to the best of his humble ability. 


Now he felt warmer, more affectionate, more loving 
and admiring towards his Destiny Lady than ever before. 
She was the light of his life, the one who made all this hard 
wandering worthwhile. How could he explain to the skeptic 
that what he was experiencing was not mental disturbance, 
but the polar opposite? That in the grips of the vision, his 
mind was not imbalanced, but more balanced than a mind 
had any right to be? And if he explained things poorly, was 
there a chance that other True Romantics, worthy brothers 
and sisters of Destiny, could misinterpret things, and, being 
misinformed, think unkind thoughts of this hallowed 
project, thoughts which would become a stain on their very 
souls? 


Enough. Enough! It could wait. Now was the time of 
visions. He would sketch tomorrow, before leaving this 
cold, soggy ruin. He would get down as much as humanly 
possible of the new insights he had gained. He had faith in 
Romance. That was all he needed. Outside, the storm 
raged as fiercely as ever. Under the trembling, moldering 
roof, he entered somnolent oblivion with faith firmly in his 


heart. He hadn’t known that his faith had needed renewal. 
He didn’t really quite know it was faith, that it wasn’t just a 
series of profound facts. He hadn’t known that he could 
ever reenter that lucid world of vision. Now he knew. He 
knew. 


Oblivion glowed. 


He left that ruined house the next morning feeling 

renewed, but there was little change in the routine of his 
days. He kept traveling, seeking out new, hidden markets 
along the coast. Subjects other than the Destiny Lady were 
rarer and rarer. His skill was improving, and he didn’t really 
need to make compromises. 


By that time, a small number of connoisseurs had 
become familiar with the work. They were of almost no help 
in publicizing it. Slow to see the value of the humble 
subtlety with which the pieces unfurled their beauty, they 
were understandably bored by both the monotonous 
subject matter and the formulaic approach with which it 
was presented. They viewed the stuff as middle-of-the-road, 
scooping it up because of the low prices, and the hints at 
talent which they hoped would one day blossom more fully. 
For them, it was speculative buying, nothing more. It was 
the patrons of the out-of-the-way markets that were most 
likely to grasp the simple, poetic subtlety of the pieces. The 
connoisseurs were not wrong. The single-minded focus on 
one subject greatly limited Tarko in ways big and small. 


Tarko didn’t care about that stuff. Anyone who spoke 
to him for more than a minute saw that he didn’t care about 
professional matters. It was rare that anyone did speak to 
him for more than a minute. He sold his stuff and moved 
on. Always courteous and pleasant, never cultivating 
contacts beyond what was strictly utilitarian. Never 
ignoring anyone, never insulting, yet he was a steel 
fortress, unreadable. To him, most of the stuff that people 
filled their daily lives with was nothing but a distraction. 
Only Romance mattered. 


He couldn’t just state why he never changed material. 
None could begin to understand. The only purpose there 
ever had been, was to promote and foster the manifestation 
of his eventual Meeting of Destiny. To this end, color was 
not necessary. Form was enough. If he could get that 
down, the job would be done, or so he hoped. Once or 
twice, he had contemplated with horror what it might be 
like if he had had to capture the colors of his vision. Never 
mind the added weight and cost of any chromatic art 
materials. Inconveniences could be delt with. No problem 
there. But to be faced with the task of capturing those 
divine colors, with the cheap and shoddy pigments they sold 
at art stores. Great God, it didn’t bear thinking about. No 
matter how much of a genius at color he became, you 
couldn’t sculpt diamonds from dregs. No, he would stick 
with his pencils. They were the tools for this job. 


He continued to improve both at drawing and at 
traveling. He became an expert in both fields - or at least in 


his own unique approached to the fields. And he somehow 
continued to find more untapped markets. The Statelands 
East Coast was a big region, with a lot of folks. But the 
writing was on the wall. Eventually, almost everywhere he 
went, people would start getting tired of his wares. The 
coastal market was the only feasible one. The farther one 
went inland, the sparser the art stores became. He had 
tested the frontiers, going as much inland as he could 
manage before there was little sign of habitation. It was 
almost never profitable. This was big, open country. To 
travel it, one needed a wagon and at least one sturdy 
speedmule, preferably two. The southern coast, along the 
Gulf, was only slightly better. There just wasn’t much ofa 
demand for fine art down there, and most of the 
communities were poorer, dingier, with less disposable 
income floating around. For the art trade, a lack of 
disposable income is the kiss of death. 


The big open spaces inland lacked crowds of people, 
and the coastal deep south was only slightly more populous. 
It wasn’t impossible that his Destiny Lady was in such a 
place. It wasn’t impossible, come to it, that his Destiny Lady 
could be anywhere, even the most remote place on the 
planet. If he was trying to maximize the possibility of 
finding Her, however, it made little sense to prioritize the 
dwelling closest to the North Pole, or to the southern tip of 
that strange mutated continent south of the Gulf. Nothing 
in the visions - the clean and presentable clothing, the 
straight and well-maintained hair, the general pleasant 


demeanor lacking any potential for crassness - indicated a 
kinship with the wild inland savages who he’d come into 
contact with at the far end of those treks. It made more 
sense to forget them, to not worry oneself over the sparsely 
populated zones. The coast was his best chance. He kept 
walking, kept looking for crowds. 


Everything was similar, but it was not the same. He 
was obsessed with the vision itself, almost as much as with 
the Destiny Lady it revealed in such perfect resolution. 
After his first vision, there had been no reason to assume he 
might have a second. Now that he’d had a second, he was 

sure he could have a third, a fourth, a fifth. Who knew how 
many? Was there a way to promote these visions, to ensure 
they occurred as often as possible? He pondered the 
matter for hours at a time. If he could bring them about at 
will, he might become an addict, living in a near-vegetative 
state, his only goal in life, to reach the next vision. He 
quickly dismissed this. The tantalization of the thought of 
meeting his Destiny Lady would keep him from accepting 
complacency. The visions were not a danger. They were an 
invaluable resource for his efforts towards manifestation. If 
he did experience a third - which he believed he would, 
hopefully soon - would it come upon him with still-greater 
clarity, as the second had excelled the first? He strongly 
suspected it. He didn’t feel a cresting of a visionary wave, 
didn’t detect any risk of lost momentum, in himself or these 
magnificent dream-state occurrences. Perhaps the vision 
was at maximum possible sharpness all along. Maybe it was 


his mind that was adjusting itself to the hyper-resolution 
contours. The importance of these visions was beyond 
question. If he could promote them, he would. But he saw 
no link between the circumstances under which they came 
to him. How could he? There was a sample-size of two. 
Perhaps with a third, he could draw some sensible 
conclusions, or at least make a sensible guess. Perhaps 
there was something in outside life linking the occurrence 
of the visions together. Something he could exploit. 
Something. Anything. 


He wanted more visions. He wanted more visions. He 
wanted more visions. Visions. 


Visions. 


Loneliness. 


Year in and year out, he wandered. Slowly but steadily, 
doubts nagged at him. They chipped away at his single- 
mindedness. He knew what sort of figure he cut. Ragged. 
His purpurate Baboonoid face sagged deeper and lower by 
the year. Wrinkles crisscrossed his snout. The fluff on his 
strong, rangy limbs was greying. He tried to take care of 
his clothing, to keep it presentable. But he was on the road 
nearly every day. Everything he wore quickly became 
ragged. 


He was never superficial. In ordinary circumstances, 
he wouldn’t care about any of that. He had always told 


himself that all he needed to worry about was the meeting, 
and manifesting the meeting - that after that, everything 
would take care of itself. He thought of his Lady of Destiny. 
The designation, the entire project seemed no more 
embarrassing or peculiar to him than it ever had, but now 
he felt another source of embarrassment. He looked at his 
life. He saw what it had made him into. What did he have 
to share? He wanted to give his Destiny Lady everything. 
He spent minutes, then hours, staring at his potato sack 
filled with all the belongings he had. He looked at his 
shoes. The sturdiest never lasted more than a year. It was 
fortunate he could afford to get new ones when needed. 
Indeed, his skill at finding untapped markets for his work 
meant that he was carrying a fair sum in that sack. All well 
and good. But the only way he knew how to make that 
money - and handsome enough though it was, it wasn’t any 
kind of mad runaway fortune - was by leading this life. He 
was used to this life. He was built for it. He didn’t mind it, 
even liked it, sometimes, when he thought that it was all for 
Romance, this tirelessly wandering lifestyle that he had 
perfected over the years. Yes, in himself, by himself, he was 
content with it all. 


But he wouldn’t wish it on his worst enemy. 


He wanted to better himself. He had to. But how? He 
spent all his time searching through crowds, hawking his 
wares, wandering, drawing, trying to manifest the destined 
meeting that True Romance willed. He didn’t know how to 
do anything else. He was obscure, almost unknown outside 


of his few connoisseurs. His was a sagging face in the 
crowd. But his art was becoming ubiquitous. It dotted the 
landscape. Once, out of curiosity, he decided to check out 
the flea market scene. The catalyst for this had been a 
horrible nightmare in which he discovered a used painting 
for sale, by a rival who was also trying to manifest his 
Destiny Lady before he did. Upon waking, he was 
unworried. Only he could work the manifestation. But the 
dream had put the markets in his head. They sometimes 
attracted a reasonable number of ladies. He decided to pay 
them a visit. 


He spotted his own work in three different flea 
markets, in as many weeks. After those weeks, he decided 
that there wasn’t enough traffic, even in the busiest 
markets, to make them worth his while. If he had continued 
the visits, who knows how many times he might have seen 
his own stuff from bygone years? When he reflected on the 
works he’d spotted, he was encouraged by the direction his 
craft was going. He was capturing more detail, revealing 
the beauty with greater fidelity. But he still had a long way 
to go. He was determined not to be a wretch, some listless 
wandering creature with nothing to say and nothing to give 
beyond a few creds. He would make himself into a 
gentleman, some way, somehow. It was the least he could 
do. 


He put more time into his upkeep. Made sure to wash 
himself daily when possible. Kept separate sets of clothes, 
one for hiking down the road, one for looking presentable. 


Combed and trimmed his hair. Was more particular in 
cleaning his teeth. Always spoke to others with the most 
courtesy, even more than he had shown before. He set 
aside a solid hour each day to read books of intellectual and 
moral substance. This was the hardest part by far. At first 
it felt like a waste of time, poring over texts that had no 
practical value, no clear value to his quest. Soon, though, 
he was in the rhythm of it. That was when he realized how 
much he had let his mind atrophy over the years. No 
wonder he felt so wretched. Now, he read these books of 
substance, and it reminded him of what he had wanted to 
make of himself, back, back in the depths of his youth, 
reminded him of his dreams of becoming a true and 
distinguished gentleman. How quaint it all seemed. 


No longer. He wouldn’t keep pretending that these 
things were just “quaint”. No. He owed it to his master, 
Romance, to be all the gentleman he possibly could. He had 
been devoted to his quest. That was commendable. But he 
had been hiding from everything else, from the virtues and 
values that made up such a quest, values that made up the 
very fabric of Romance. If he was to speak to the Child of 
Destiny - if he was to have that honor - if he was to look her 
right in the face, in the eyes, and open his uncouth mouth to 
make utterances towards her exalted, her divine 
personage, then, God be damned, he was going to at least 
be presentable. Anything else was sheer audacity. No, 
more than that. It was impertinence. It had been a long, 
long time since he was enough of an impertinent young 


purple pup to even think of such outrage. Through his 
ignorance- through his sloth- through the blur of grey days, 
he had lost track of his noble qualities, in this barren 
modern wasteland that valued none of that, but went on, 
and on, and on, the land of petty small souls through which 
he had wandered, letting that smallness rub off on him, 
even as he was aiming at such a divine goal. As he read, 
and washed himself and his clothes, and spoke to people of 
intelligence, with intelligence, he felt more certain than 
ever that this goal, his quest, was the only thing which had 
kept him sane. 


He would become a gentleman. God be damned, he 
was ferociously certain of it. 


One day, he came, exhausted, to Zocroft, a port city along 
the central coast that he’d stopped in often. He was headed 
straight towards a relatively clean flophouse he knew of, 
hoping that it was still in business. The sight of a crowd 
halted him. A street fest was setting the town center 
abustle. This sleepy, unambitious, utilitarian burg rarely 
showed any signs of color, but the townsfolk must have 
grown bored with their self-imposed monotony. He certainly 
couldn’t sell his art here. He was uninvited, nearly dead on 
his feet from walking all day, in sweaty hiking clothes and 
totally unprepared. He wasn’t even in good enough shape 
to enquire yet. But he couldn’t just pass such a large crowd 
by. He had to be ever vigilant. Who knew but that his 
Destiny Lady could be just around the corner? This was a 


respectable-sized town. There were plenty of folks out for 
an early-evening stroll through the rows of vendor tents. 
He would have to scan the crowd, at least for a while, 
before getting to his favored flophouse and turning in. 
Tomorrow, he could clean up and see about getting a 
permit. 


Strolling, he blended with the crowd despite his 
outlandishness. The art for sale was the amateurish sort 
typical of such fairs. There was lots of jewelry, the cheap 
but “artistic” kind which was even more typical. Ceramic 
beads painted gay colors, semiprecious and non-precious 
gemstones carved into childishly fanciful shapes. Quaint 
and whimsical, those were the words to describe the 
intended feel of most of this stuff. “Quirky”. One or more of 
these tchotchkes might make someone happy. That might 
have been good enough for what they were. But Tarko 
considered it all a lot of junk, stuff created first for profit, 
maybe second for a long-repressed desire to communicate 
deeper feelings through expression, imperfectly 
manifested. You could see the faint glimmer of it, well- 
hidden but not invisible, in some telltale artistic clue every 
now-and-then, some aspect with a little too much emotion, 
the genuine voice not quite polished all the way out. Never 
were any of the works at these places made with a truly 
high goal in mind. Authentic Romance might happen often 
at the worlds street fests. But it was never reflected in the 
goods sold therein. Stifling a yawn, he turned away from 
the goods to focus fully on the crowd. 


But he couldn’t focus as much as he wanted. If only, he 
thought. If only the artists at these places could somehow 
be given a purpose, given a holy quest, taught of the 
awesome power and authentic value of True Romance. 
Then they could spread this knowledge to the masses, and 
who knew how much better the world might be? He didn’t 
envy any teacher tasked with accomplishing such a 
pedagogical miracle. Was there enough pity, in all the 
world, for those who didn’t know Romance? Tarko wasn’t 
sure. He scanned and walked, walked and scanned, 
monitoring the crowd with the practiced appearance of 
casual indifference. Training his focus all the sharper, trying 
to take his mind off the pity that burned like hot coals. 

Good God. From the corner of his eye, another booth of 
paintings depicting dogs sitting in great tequila glasses. He 
wished he could unsee it. He wished he could unsee all of 
it. He was no snob. He didn’t care about fashion or 
sophistication. It was the pity over the lack of spirituality 
that cut his heart. 


From out of the throng, a big heavyset fellow came up 
to block his way. There was a badge of some sort on the 
fellows big, fatty chest. Tarko stopped himself a split- 
second before walking into the guy. Blinking, he said to the 
apparent authority figure, “Good day friend. This is a high 
traffic lane. You might desire to keep moving, so-as-to avoid 
disrupting the flow.” 


“I’m the festival sheriff,” the man declared with gruff 
self-importance. “I’m gonna have to ask you to leave.” 


Again, Tarko blinked. “Good sir, without any intent to 
disrespect your authority, may I ask why?” 


“Oh come on buddy. You should know you gotta have a 
license to set up. Get moving, now.” 


“Good sheriff, what makes you believe I wish to set up 
here?” 


“Don’t play games. I’ve seen you selling stuff around 
here. You even got your sack. Don’t be difficult.” 


For a third time, Tarko blinked. This was a dilemma for 
his commitment to gentlemanly virtues. The flabby 
blowhard carried himself with a showy confidence of 
bearing that tried too hard at feigning dynamic strength 
where there was only stagnant weight. Playing such games 
was easy. In weak moments, everyone wanted to hide their 
vulnerability, to show the world something that didn’t 
represent who they really were. Tarko sometimes caught 
himself plucking white hairs from his arms, as if that would 
reverse aging. It was subconscious. 


“Hey! Are you listening to me?” 


Tarko blinked. “I was just thinking,” he said. “I’ve 
come to a simple conclusion. There’s only one proper way 
to resolve this. I will continue to browse as a regular guest, 
and you will accept that situation, and go on about your 
business. Otherwise, there will be negative consequences.” 


“Ts that a threat?” 


“In a sense, yes. It is not a personal threat I direct 
toward you, but a threat that all people lacking in good will 
must live under, when they fail to take into consideration-” 


“Listen, asshole. Get out of here or there really will be 
‘negative consequences’. As in, I’ll throw you out. I’m sick 
of telling you. Don’t make a scene.” 


It was already a scene. A wide circle of festival-goers 
watched the pair with rapt attention. There was a 
pounding in Tarkos head. He couldn’t see straight. Even as 
everything became more intense, everything faded. He 
couldn’t see anything. Then he saw colors, and then, 
without thinking of, or even remembering, any festival, any 
town, anything, he saw the vision. Again, he saw the Vision. 


The Vision. 


And it was in greater detail, greater resolution, greater 
fidelity. Oh, yes. He saw it all, saw every speck, every mote, 
down to the smallest iota. The vision engulfed his haggard 
soul, lifting him beyond possibility, like a winged goddess 
scooping him up in brawny arms of grace. How could the 
universal capacity of beauty contain it all? He was 
overtaken, even in his higher state. 


Yes, it was the same thing as before. A picture, an 
imaging, solid in its dimensions but completely static, of the 
Same woman that he didn’t even know, that he was positive 
existed somewhere out there, though he had no proof, no 
reason to believe this, other than this demanding gut 
feeling, this holy and divine intuition. There she was again. 


Again, he thought of her as his Destiny Lady. Though he 
had never seen her move, though her position had been the 
same each time, though he had no way of gaining any 
insight into anything about her, nothing beyond baseless 
conjecture, if even that, he felt like he was closer to her 
than ever. For a timeless time, he basked in that vision, in 
that unheard-of ecstasy, reason for his inhuman endurance. 


And then, it was over, and he was back, looking at the 
festival sheriff. The officials brow was ponderously 
furrowed. 


“Hey buddy. Are you fucking crying?” 


Tarko realized that tears were, in fact, streaming down 
his face, though he was only beginning to regain his handle 
on physical sensation. His face was totally impassive. 


“You could say that. It’s reasonable to say that I’m 
crying. But the emotions I feel are not the emotions you 
understand.” 


The festival sheriff was speechless for a moment. 
“Alright.” He nodded. “Just don’t try to sell anything.” 


Tarko nodded back. Wiping the tears from his face, he 
went on his way. He didn’t scan that crowd for much 
longer. He’d seen it all before. He strode to the flophouse. 
Without cleaning himself, he sketched into the early hours, 
until he passed out over his work. When he awoke at noon, 
he realized two things. He realized that the precipitating 
factor for his visions was stress. And he realized that there 


was no place left, along the whole of his vast walking route, 
with a market that wasn’t tired of his drawings. 


It was foggy when he came to the towns modest docks. He 
would remember that day. He was eighty-six years old. He 
had been travelling the coast for fifty-four years. 


I should mention that, in this far-future age, lifespans 
are normally much longer. There isn’t as much need of 
medical intervention. The people of this time know little of 
our own time. If they learned more, there’d be a lot they 
wouldn’t understand. They’d be shocked by our relatively 
poor health, which they would see as a constant state of 
sickliness. I can’t say why the people of this far future time 
will be so much sturdier, or conversely, why we’re so much 
sicker. I don’t imagine there’s any one simple culprit. In 
the far future, life expectancy will vary widely between 
individuals. Though ways of thinking about age will be 
much different, I don’t think it’s too misleading to compare 
the time of life that Tarko was in, to our concept of “middle 


” 


age”. 


At the docks that day, he felt the full weight of those 
fifty-four years of rambling around. He was a man 
profoundly alone, and he well knew it. He had enough 
money in his potato sack to travel. He hadn’t seen his Lady 
of Destiny anywhere. All three of his visions were the same 
image, which meant that the woman in the vision of 
yesterday hadn’t aged a day from when he had first seen 


her. Surely such a lovely young women wouldn’t want a 
crusty old guy like himself. No, it was only a matter of 
putting himself at her service. That was all that counted. 
He wanted to put himself at her service. But these lands 
weren’t the places of Destiny. He knew it. He would have 
to travel. He would have to visit new lands, perhaps even 
lands across the sea. 


He strode through the grey fog, scanning. The first 
ships he saw were blocky commercial craft. He walked on. 
There were one or two midsize, mid-quality passenger 
vessels. His nose ran slightly. He had pinkeye. He felt 
grumpy. Dock workers trudged back and forth with their 
loads. There wasn’t much going on. The heat would pick up 
soon, dissolving the mists. He’d gotten a normal sleep last 
night, but for some reason he was getting tired. He 
marched along the dock and glanced at each mundane 
sailing vessel. Would anything suit him? He’d have to find 
something. He couldn’t just stay here. He had to voyage. 
He had to sail away. 


He’d unconsciously started walking with his head 
down. When he looked up, a handsome galleon loomed 
before him. The sight froze him in his tracks. He drank it 
in. A peculiar figurehead wound around the bowsprit like 
an overgrown bush. It was a curling chromatic cacophony 
of fronds, stems, vines and multicolored five-petaled 
flowers. The realism was almost uncanny. It must have 
been crafted of wood and paint. The colors were hardly 
faded. On the ships side, flowing gold letters gave its name. 


“Farewell to Kings”. It struck Tarko as a damn handsome 
vessel. He thought he’d like to ask about boarding it. It 
was hard to rip his eyes from it. The longer he gazed, the 
better he felt. 


The gangplank was down, but nobody was around. 
Tarko looked left and right. The fog was already letting up. 
Then he saw a woman striding confidently down the 
gangplank. “I apologize for my carelessness in leaving 
things unattended. Captain Shelley’s the name. Is there 
anything I can assist you with?” The beautiful captain 
exuded a sense of easy authority. A vibrant teal vest gave 
color to her trim grey uniform. Her head was crowned by a 
jaunty tricorn hat, almost campy in its stereotypical 
nautical-ness. “Are you interested in boarding with us?” 


He nodded. “What’s the price for the longest stay 
possible? I have a lot of traveling to do. Any destination 
works, as long as there are people there.” 


“Two hundred creds gets you room and board for a 
year. Our ship is a comfortable craft, but it’s a disciplined 
one. We value our passengers. We want them to be 
comfortable and have fun. But this isn’t a nonstop party. 
Strong drink is doled out only in moderation. Courteous 
behavior is expected at all times, towards both the crew 
and ones fellow passengers. We will be sailing along the 
coast, through the Gulf, southwards to the uppermost point 
of the mutated southern continent. We’ll then cut across 
the Atlantic. We will arrive at the strange coasts of the far 


shore. Moving northwards, we’ll go all the way up to the 
lands of frosty mist. Only then will we turn back across the 
ocean, to the coast of the Statelands. To complete this 
journey is long and arduous, even in the comfort of the 
Farewell to Kings. I guarantee you won’t find a more 
worthy passenger vessel sailing the seas. Does this interest 
you?” 


“It does.” He fished into his sack and pulled out a 
handful of creds. He gave them over to her. She pinched 
them out with strong, dexterous fingers. Scrutinized them. 
“This is three hundred and sixty.” 


“Hold on.” He reached back down, then, counting, 
handed over forty more creds. He smiled. “Can I get board 
for two years, please?” 


Captain Shelley turned her scrutiny to Tarko himself. 
She kept it there for a good while. At last she said, “Sure. 
If you need the money back before the year is up, just let 
me know.” 


“Magnificent. Thank you, good Captain Shelley.” 
Hoisting his sack, he strode up the gangplank without 
looking back. Already he felt as if he were sailing away. 
The Captain came up behind. “Would you care for a brief 
tour?” He obliged. She quickly showed him the basic 
layout. Stairs went down the middle of the deck. Going 
straight down the hallway led to the mess hall. His cabin 
was directly off the mess, first on the right down a hall that 
went along the ships starboard side. There was hammock 


bedding and a study desk, upon which sat his room key. A 
porthole window looking out over the water. He had never 
been on a ship before, but his life had given him an iron 
constitution. He instinctively knew he wouldn't get seasick. 
There was a well-appointed reading cabin off the hall 
leading to the mess. There were few other frills about the 
ship. For two years lodging, Tarko knew he was getting a 
very reasonable price. They would set sail that evening. 


Captain Shelley wrapped up the tour and returned to 
her duties. Tarko plopped his sack down in his new cabin. 
It was a Satisfactory room. He sorted through his 
belongings. Ah. He had plenty of sticky-tack. It would be a 
small pleasure to cover the walls with his drawings. The 
greater pleasure would be, for what felt like the first time in 
his life, to not be forced to lug that damned potato sack 
everywhere. Locking the door behind him, he ambled to 
the reading room. It was a cozy, almost stodgy place. He 
looked through the shelves. The selection of handsome 
tomes showed great promise. His current reading, a rather 
sensationalist history, was nearly done. He grabbed two 
books for his cabin, holding himself back from taking more. 
This was an agreeable situation. Going back with his 
goodies, he lay on the hammock-bed, closed his eyes, and 
truly relaxed for the first time in memory. Everything 
working out fine. Just fine. Juuuuust fine. 


After an unknown length, a loud chime awoke him. 
This was surely the dinner bell. Rolling out of the 
hammock, he put on his non-hiking clothes. He would need 


to get more such garments. Would he have any use for his 
hiking clothes now? At that time, it seemed possible. The 
truth was that he’d forget about them entirely, and they’d 
sit at the bottom of the otherwise-empty potato sack, there 
in a corner of his cabin, collecting dust. He guessed he had 
given Captain Shelley a little over half of his current funds. 
How many more creds he could make by selling his art at 
far-off ports, he didn’t know. He didn’t plan to find out. He 
didn’t know how he would gain more creds in the future. 
Perhaps he wouldn’t. Would the Captain ever consider 
taking him on as a swabbie? It occurred to him that with 
his work ethic, such a route might grant him a place on this 
ship for as long as she sailed. He was getting well-and-truly 
ahead of himself. He washed his face, combed and fluffed 
his hair, decided that was good enough for the mess hall. 


He’d never paid attention to the current events of the 
wider world. But he wasn’t oblivious. He was always 
observant of his surroundings. He had noticed how 
fashions had been tending, for years now, more-and-more 
towards the careless, the slapdash, the lackadaisical. He 

had lately seen respectable folk dressed in ways that, in his 
youth, would have been too grimy for the play clothes ofa 
child. The shift had been gradual. He hadn’t noticed it at 
first. Over time, he’d spotted more shoddy outfits. He was 
never a clothing person anyway, never took a big interest in 
the contents of other folks wardrobes. It was hard to bea 
fashion plate when you had to carry all your possessions 
around on your back. It led to a limited wardrobe. He had 


no intention of casting the first stone, no desire to make 
anyone feel self-conscious. But he had an excuse. He 
traveled day-in-and-day-out, through wind and rain and 
snow and sleet and wind and dust and merciless scorching 
sun. More and more, he was noticing folks with 
comfortable positions in life wearing clothes as punished as 
his. It wasn’t a big issue. They could dress how they 
wanted. He just couldn’t help noticing. 


On that first night in the respectable mess hall of the 
splendid Farewell to Kings, looking down the long rows of 
benches packed with his fellow passengers, it became a big 
issue. The extent of this trends pervasiveness fully dawned 
on him. There they all were, lined up in their dismal, 
wretched, threadbare slovenliness. Folks who could afford 
to book passage on a top-of-the-line passenger galleon. 
Folks who wouldn't take the time to patch a hole in their 
pants. It wasn’t merely the condition of the clothing. That 
was the smallest part. The drabness got to him. Normal 
drabness, the shallow garden-variety aura that follows us 
throughout our lives, this didn’t disturb him. The aura he 
Saw then was a deep drabness. It was a window into a 
world of deadened senses. This drabness gnawed at Tarkos 
insides. It made him inwardly writhe. He felt no antipathy 
towards his voyaging peers. He could never ask them 
about their clothing. That would be senselessly rude. 


But he wanted to know. He wanted to hear the 
lethargy expressed from every one of them, that made 
these people look more ragged than he, who had traveled 


on foot for fifty-four long years. There were a scant few 
others who looked as presentable as he did. None looked 
better. If things continued this way, there would be fewer 
and fewer presentable folks each year. What shift in the 
larger world had caused this? What so exhausted people, 
that they showed more signs of ragged lethargy year after 
year? Was it just him, all just in his mind? If it was the 
change ofa single fashion season, he might think so. No. 
No, such doubts were a part of the blasé haze that hung 
over the crowd. He had such pity for those lacking in 
direction. 


Their dreams had left them behind. 


The dinner was potato soup. It was hearty, yet easy on 
the stomach. As the eating wound down, pockets of sea 
shanties broke out. Tarko couldn’t make out any of the 
lyrics. He was glad of it. He returned to his cabin and set 
himself to drawing. He drew and drew, to the sound of 
waves lapping the side of the boat. There were so many 
details he wanted to capture, so many little things from his 
vision of yesterday. Things that he had never quite noticed, 
or not noticed well enough. Only, it wasn’t quite the same. 
He set his mind to manifesting the destined encounter. He 
tried to think of nothing else. For fifty-four years, he’d 
thought of almost nothing else. He’d never gotten tired of it 
for a split second. Now, though, something else was looking 
back at him. When he looked into the eyes of every sketch 
he made, he saw a trace of the rabble, of the ragged crowd 
too worn out by daily existence to go get a more 


presentable pair of pants. They looked back at him, 
longing, hungry, without a trace of Romance, or even 
romance. 


And they were like hungry ghosts. Tarko saw them, 
there, in those graphite-drawn eyes, and they were like 
hungry ghosts, and he didn’t know what to do about it- 
didn’t know if he should banish them, or welcome them and 
try to work with them, to help them work through it all, and 
didn’t know how one went about doing any of that, anyway. 

He looked at them, there on the page, and he found himself 
asking Why? Why are you here, what do you hope to gain 
from being here before me? He found himself asking many 
questions of the hungry ghosts. He found himself getting 
no answers. 


He sketched, and sketched. When he was too tired to 
focus properly, he slept. It was much the same as every 
other night. It was entirely different. Nothing would, 
nothing could be the same. The gears of Destiny were 
turning. Things once thought eternal were ground to dust 
between them. Restrictions on his vision were loosening, 
unmooring him. He didn’t know how. He didn’t know why. 
Perhaps it was all a natural erosion. It left him untethered 
in a way he couldn’t define, and now, his bulk lying in a pile 
of powerful sinewy limbs on that hammock, he knew that he 
was floating. He was floating away. 


The ship sailed south along the coast. The summer heat 
was blistering. Passengers went on deck with umbrellas to 
shield themselves from the unrelenting rays. They watched 
the ocean and complained. Their skin blistered, their lips 
chapped. When they could stand it no longer, they 
retreated to the humid shade of the belowdecks. Free 
from the sun, yet they were stifled by the enclosed air. The 
deckhands, like Tarko, were uncomplaining. Summer had 
always been hot, and it likely always would be. At first he 
wondered that so many people who were sensitive to hot 
weather would pay to sail south at that time of year. Aftera 
while, he saw that perhaps the complaining was part of 
their neurotic sense of fun. Perhaps they were selling 
themselves on the idea that they were engaged in a rugged 
voyage, one that would give them toughness and character. 
Whatever the case, their skin did blister. The sun stared 
and glared down from heaven. Ever relentless. For three 
days, there were only light scatterings of clouds. The relief 
they offered was fitful. 


They approached the peninsular southeastern corner 
of the Statelands. Tarko took a midday break from his 
drawing, which had been near-constant. Not having to go 
anywhere, having all his meals taken care of, his mind had 
been free to exhaust itself recalling every detail of his 
Destiny Lady. He had obsessively put it to paper like a 
stenographer of Romance. It began wearing on him. He 
carried himself up to the deck to get some fresh air. 
Tremendously refreshed after only a few minutes, he lay 


there lazily reading. He’d read about ten pages when, out 
of the corner of his eye, he noticed something discomfiting. 


The swabbie, a handsome young man with solitudinous 
brow, was going about his task. A few meters from him, a 
fellow stood stock-still, staring. Tarko had noticed that guy 
before. He had thin orange body hair, marking him as likely 
hailing from the mutated southern continent - or at least 
tracing his ancestry back to it. His clothes were threadbare 
like most, but perhaps not quite as poorly kept. They had a 
formality to them. They were probably presentable at a 
point not too far in the past. The outfit was almost all black, 
with a few touches of white adding needed contrast. The 
mans features were hawklike. His sunken eyes had dark 
rings around them, showing poor sleeping habits. The 
intensity with which those eyes bore into the swabbie was 
frightening. The watcher didn’t move a muscle. The 
swabbie cleaned the deck with practiced thoroughness, so 
attentive to detail, yet apparently unaware of the strange 
ramrod-stiff watcher. 


This condition persisted for some time. Tarko, lying 
propped up on his elbows, didn’t attempt to pretend to read 
his book. He looked at the scene, not masking his perplexity. 
Out of nowhere, the orange gazer pounded the floorboards 
with a single sharp stomp of his foot. The thud resounded 
fora moment. Then there was a whirl of motion. Waving 
his arms wildly about, jerking his legs in a spasmodic jig to 
some impossible rhythm only he could hear, he gesticulated 
through a series of complex ceremonial motions. Was this 


some form of religious dance? His lips spasmed periodically 
in voiceless incantations Tarko was only-too-glad to be 
unable to comprehend. Limbs jerked asynchronously, 
almost chaotically, but always, on closer inspection, 
following the strange complex time signatures of whatever 
beat dwelt in the dancers mind. All the time, his gaze 
remained fixed on the swabbie. At last, with a climactic 
flourish, he pointed theatrically at the subject of his 
apparent obsession. He held this pose. 


Tarko got up and strolled over to the scene. This 
wasn’t something he saw often. The beating of the dancers 
feet had created a din, but the swabbie seemed to hear 
nothing. He was making good time on the floorboards, 
swabbing away with the look of perfect workday 
contentment. The scene just didn’t agree with Tarko. “Hey, 
fellow,” he said, looking pointedly at the mad dancer. “This 
young man is doing a good job keeping the deck clean for 
all of us. He might need space. Could you practice your 
dance elsewhere?” 


The guy turned to him sharply, breaking his pose. 
“Listen pal. If you and I are gonna coexist on this ship you 
are just gonna have to learn to mind your own damn 
business.” 


Tarko looked at the swabbie. “Do you know this 
fellow?” 


The swabbie laughed. “Everybody knows Lahern. Hi, 
I’m Ross Dowerwinkle. I’m the swabbie around here.” 


“Tarko Bennesion. Pleased to meet you. Did you 
notice this guy dancing just now?” 


Lahern raised an eyebrow. “Is dancing a crime?” 

“T wasn’t accusing you, I was asking Ross a question.” 
With rapid footsteps, Lahern retreated belowdecks. 
“What a character,” said Tarko. 


“Aye,” said Ross. “Don’t worry about him too much. 
Once you’ve been around him long enough, you won’t even 
notice either. The first time I saw his antics, I was amazed 
too. 


yy 


“How long has he been on the ship?” Tarko felt an 
unaccustomed curiosity about the madman. Normally he 
had little interested in anyone besides his Lady of Destiny. 


“He’s here on-and-off. A real boat-hopper. He’s in his 
sixties. According to him, he’s been boat-hopping since he 
was a young man. Word on the docks is that his pappy’s 
involved with the criminal underworld of the upper port 
towns on the mutated southern continent. A real smooth 
operative. May even be a big boss. But that’s just gossip. 
Anyway, it’s not like I’m an expert on the man. I just pick up 
things I hear. You should ask him about it yourself. I betcha 
he’d love to have an audience.” 


“IT might. He looks young for sixty, I have to admit. 
How long you been crewing for this ship?” 


“Year-and-a-half now. The Farewell to Kings is a damn 
fine vessel, and you’re not likely to hear anything to the 
contrary. Captain Shelley can be a ballbuster, but it’s a real 
privilege, in this field, to work beneath someone with 
backbone like she’s got. You don’t find many.” 


Tarkus nodded. “Thanks for humoring my questions. 
I’ll buy you a drink at the next port, if you want. I confess I 
prefer ginseng tea to strong spirits. I’m an adherent of 
Clean Living. Hopefully I’m not boring company.” 


“T doubt it. Let’s have a drink sometime, friend. Good 
to meet ya. One final quick warning, before I finish up this 
deck. If you talk to Lahern, be prepared - he thinks he’s a 
sorcerer. He’s not, of course, but you may have to sit 
through a bunch of phony magic-jargon nonsense.” Witha 
smile and a shrug, he got back to swabbing. 


Tarko headed belowdecks. The search for Lahern 
didn’t take long. He was sitting in the reading room, head 
down, chin to chest. Apparently lost in thought. Tarko sank 
into a cushiony old armchair. He spoke softly to the dour 
man. “Excuse my intrusion. I think we’ve gotten off on the 
wrong foot. Sorry for any impertinence I showed up there. 
I’m a man of cleanliness, a man who appreciates it when 
things are neat and well-taken-care-of. I’ve slept in too 
many filthy flophouses and abandoned places. I know the 
value of swabbing. That might not make sense to you. I’m 
trying to explain why I can overreact when I fear the 
process of cleaning-work might get obstructed.” He didn’t 


really feel any deep love of cleaning-work. He didn’t know 
why he felt the need to come up with such things. 


Without looking up, Lahern said, “I suppose we did get 
off on a bad foot. Iam Lahern Bouliette. Let me make you 
to understand something, my Baboonoid friend-“ 


“Hold now. My physiognomy is neither here nor 
there.” 


Lahern chuckled. He looked up then, and the piercing 
stare that jabbed from those eyes was steady enough, but it 
lacked the conviction which it aspired to. It fell with little 
impact upon the implacably calm Tarko. When Lahern 
spoke, his voice was much the same - sharp, steady, giving 
the superficial appearance of conviction. “My apologies, 
friend. I lack your manners. I too possess impertinence, it 
would seem. And you’re quite right in any case. 
Appearance is of no consequence. Let me put it to you 
straight. Iam a powerful sorcerer. The type of sorcery I 
dabble in is love sorcery.” 


“T’ve certainly never heard of such a thing.” 


“No, I suppose you haven’t. When you interrupted me, 
I was in the midst of a powerful spell. That young man, 
Ross, would surely be in love with me if you hadn’t foiled my 
plans. When you barged in, Ross noticed me for the first 
time. It destroyed the entire effect. That is why I reacted 
as I did. Do you see the stakes here? Consider my 
frustration, as a True Romantic.” 


Tarko held himself steady to prevent an outburst of 
hilarity. His efforts were unsuccessful. From deep within 
his diaphragm, a hearty rolling laugh bellowed forth. 


Lahern was not pleased. “What is so funny to you, 
man?” 


“Excuse me. Did you refer to yourself as a “True 
Romantic’?” 


“Yes, [ama True Romantic.” 


Tarko looked upon Lahern with eyes clouded over by 
tears of incredulous mirth. 


“Am I to believe,” the now fully irate Lahern gasped, 
“that you now take it upon yourself to judge who is fit to be 
deemed True Romantic? You who know nothing of me, of 
my life, my spiritual work? Is this what you followed me 
down here for, after foiling my great Romantic plans? You 
don’t know me, man. You don’t even know me.” 


“It seems this is my day of apologies, friend. For all my 
efforts at manners, I’ve made an ass of myself a baboob 
indeed. It really is true, I know nothing of you, but I have no 
willpower to control my reactions. I’m truly sorry. I 
consider myself a True Romantic, though I have no right to 
ask you to, since I seem unable to respect your own right to 
this title. I will just say that, in my humble opinion, the title 
True Romantic is not given like a job promotion or a medal 
of honor. It’s Destiny which places that indelible mark, that 
burning brand, blessed curse, on the brow of the Romantics 


very soul, for all time and beyond. But pay no mind to me 
and my prattle. Please continue. You say you were casting 
a love spell on Ross. Did he consent to this?” 


“Consent? I see you know nothing of sorcery. There is 
no consent. The inherent love within the recipient is 
brought forth. It was always there, you see. There is no 
need to ask, because if no love was there, there would be no 
possibility of a magical working.” 


“Friend Lahern, this is the most confused and 
confusing way of thinking, or perhaps of failing to think, 
about consent, that I’ve ever heard. Consent is a positive 
action. There is no ‘inherent’. You must ask. You must 
communicate, it’s a matter of mutual communication. We 
cannot know, infallibly, what’s in the heart and mind of 
another. No matter how deep the connection, our own 
prejudices, our desires, our mental confusion and pollution, 
will always muddle things and compromise the analysis 
with impossible-to-detect bias. This is a tragic fact of our 
existence. Even if you’re absolutely certain, you still ask- if 
nothing else, as a courtesy!” 


“And I suppose you'll say, ‘Why shouldn’t I have asked 
permission?’ And that, my fine friend, is where you show 
your total lack of knowledge of sorcery, or love. You would 
drain all the spontaneity from the world, from life.” His 
pupils became manic pinpoints of disturbed intensity. “No. 
Sorcery will not allow it. These more popular arcane 
practices, Wicca, alchemy, the up-and-coming field of 


psionics, they’re all concerned with process and control. 
They’re safe. Practitioners learn how to not get hurt, more 
than they learn about the magic itself. Even in advanced 
Wicca, they rarely injure themselves. All well and good. I 
don’t endorse injury for its own sake. But we don’t live ina 
safe world. If this were a psionic operation, I would be 
trying to get into Rosses head, to impose myself from 
without. Then your rules would make sense. I’m not 
imposing myself from without. I’m freeing that which lies 
dormant and ready, within. As well accuse me of violating 
Rosses free will because I wore a subtle cologne that 
thrilled him, though he didn’t consciously detect it.” 


“Friend Lahern. They are not ‘my rules’. A cologne is, 
by definition, an easily detectable odor. If it isn’t 
perceptible, or you may as well not wear it. Changing 
someones brain functions through stealth is not a normal 
part of the world and life, even if that change is ‘bringing 
out that which is already there’. But tell me, why do you 
imagine Ross hadn’t noticed you until I ‘barged in’? You 
must realize he detected you, stomping about and carrying 
on as you were. The reason he didn’t respond, he told me, 
was that everyone is so used to your antics.” 


“What’s your game, Tarko? Don’t try and bamboozle 
me. It won’t work. You must realize that the only reason 
I’m still suffering your presence, is the gift you have, of 
spotting those who have cloaked themselves in perfect 
invisibility.” 


“’Perfect invisibility’?” 


“Of course. You even heard my footfalls, somehow. 
That’s a high level of detection.” 


Tarko was growing more and more fascinated. On long 
days traveling alone down the wearying road, he had 
sometimes felt like a madman himself. Perhaps he gota 
sense of grounding from seeing what real madness looked 
like. Perhaps that helped reassure him that he wasn’t going 
mad himself. Or perhaps it was just an accumulation of 
fifty-four years of loneliness, of feeling like he was the only 
one of his kind, which fostered in him a feeling of 
camaraderie with this lonely little man. One thing was 

clear. Lahern was no sorcerer. As Ross had said, he was 
just delusional. 


Tarko decided to humor him. Where it all led, he 
couldn’t guess. “Alright. You win. I was hoping you would 
think you’d messed up somehow, that there was a chink in 
your workings. But if I don’t want to give away the 
presence of my powers, I guess I shouldn’t use them so 
openly.” 


“T think ‘powers’ might be too strong a word. And rest 
assured, there’s never a chink in my workings.” 


Tarko knew next to nothing about sorcery or any 
arcane art. But a child could tell that no serious arcanist 
would out-of-hand discount even the possibility of a chink in 
their workings - even the simplest incantations. For basic 
alchemy, such self-assuredness would be silly. For 


something as complex as sorcery, it was totally ridiculous. 
“I’m sure you're right. Your cloak was impeccable.” 


“It’s a simple spell, really.” 


“For you, I’m sure. But tell me. Are you in the habit of 
going around casting love spells like this all the time?” 


“Oh! Hardly. You can’t seriously think that I want 
everyone around to be in love with me. That would be 
unbearable. A total catastrophe.” 


“Quite. Then you must really see something in young 
Ross.” 


“He was destined for me. You only have to look at the 
two of us to tell.” 


“I’m sure you knew what his sexual preferences are 
before you started the working.” 


“Would you care to elaborate?” 


“I mean, what his sexual preferences are. Self 
explanatory. Whether he’s even into dudes or not.” 


“’ Into dudes’?!” Now it was Laherns turn to be 
incredulous. 


“As in, is he into guys sexually. Forgive my naive 
understanding of these matters.” Tarko was somewhat 


taken aback. This guy was really fucked up. 


Lahern sniggered. “Sir, even you must realize that all 
people are inherently attracted to males, females, and 


anything in between, both sexually and otherwise, and that 
it is only societal convention that makes us think 
differently.” 


“No. No, fellow, I surely do not realize that.” 
“Well now you do.” 

“Not quite.” 

Lahern rolled his eyes. “Are we done here?” 


“T truly thank you for your patience, friend sorcerer. 
And I promise that every time you see me, it won’t be this 
drawn-out. Only, I really am fascinated to get your 
perspective on things. Gaining new perspectives is 
something that my life has been sorely needing, for years 
now, I’m afraid.” 


“Yes, yes. I do understand that, and if I can help to 
better your education of the world, I’m only too happy. But 
now I must plan. Kindly leave me in piece.” Lahern 
propped his chin on his fist and struck a thinkerly pose. He 
clearly had nothing to occupy his time. Tarko bid good day 
to the maniac. 


He went to his cabin. He read a few more pages of the 
book he’d been distracted from, then sketched until dinner. 
He was focused on neither book nor sketching. He couldn’t 
stop thinking about the man, dancing around there on deck, 
trapped in the prison of his own mind, a prison to which 
only he had the key - a key which he had digested and was 
refusing to defecate back out. If he was ever to escape that 


jail, Tarko was sure, Lahern would have to reach down into 
the shitty guts of his own being, of his very own quivering 
mania. If he could do that, there was a chance he might be 
a True Romantic indeed. None who failed to brave the most 
perilous, most soul-shredding tempests of life, could ever 
call themselves True Romantics, without becoming a 
laughingstock in the eyes of the genuine article. Tarko was 
sure of this. But he wasn’t sure of much else. In the end, 
he was absorbed with wondering what it really meant to be 
a Romantic. There was so much about this blessed curse 
that he didn’t know, so much about this engulfing condition 
that it seemed like nobody knew. In the case of Romance, it 
often seemed there was no bottom to the tormenting 
questions. It seemed that every answer only made things 
Worse. 


After a brief respite, the clouds thinned out once more, and 
the heat got worse than ever. They reached the coast of the 
southeastern peninsula. Passengers idly peered at the 
shore with binoculars. There wasn’t much to see. White 
sand, maybe a few small dunes, maybe some scraggly 
shrubs. They would stop briefly on the tip of the peninsula, 
at the ancient town of Sandusky. Tarko had been there 
often. It might be the last familiar place he saw for a while. 
He didn’t plan to sell any work there. The town had as 
many of his drawings sitting in its homes as any city in the 
Statelands. It was an oversaturated market. That didn’t 
mean that it was impossible he could make a sale or two. 


He had no idea how many works he could sell at any of the 
stops along the voyage. Across the ocean, any foreign 
currency would likely have no set exchange value back 
home. Perhaps he could trade his works for foreign 
curiosities, which might have great value when he 
returned, to dealers and collectors of curios. Perhaps. He 
wasn’t concerned. Creds were a means to an end, not and 
end in-themselves. And there was always more than one 
way to crack any given nut. 


What he wanted now was to hang out and chat with 
Ross and his pals, maybe even bring Lahern along. He had 
chatted with some members of the crew. He found them 
better company than most of his fellow passengers. The 
crew rarely whined. Idleness often made frequent ship 
passengers - or “cruisers”, as they were pejoratively called 
by crewmembers - take up hobbies and opinions which 
were just there to fill an emptiness, time-killers which 
lacked any genuine interest or conviction. The typical 
cruiser often described these pursuits, at great length, to 
anyone within earshot. Such conversations were draining. 
This filled Tarko with a contempt he had a hard time hiding. 
There were smart crewmembers, stupid crewmembers, and 
everything in-between, but he found that no crewmembers 
had a need to invent hollow pursuits for themselves. Tarko 
was a man with an important quest. He firmly believed this 
with all his heart. He couldn’t understand what it was like 
to feel the need for a hollow pastime. He couldn’t muster 
much sympathy for it. 


The Farewell came to Sandusky, an unremarkable mid- 
size port city. It stood in drab contrast to the plain-but- 
quaint beaches around it. The rolling dunes of white sand, 
the hardy clusters of long wispy grass, exuded hermitic 
peace. Tarko always found solace in that landscape. 
Sandusky was merely groggy. The buildings were mostly 
unremarkable cubes of brick. In out-of-the-way corners, a 
few examples of fine old wooden houses survived. Their 
designs were much like the abandoned manor in which the 
second vision had come. There weren’t enough of these 
houses to redeem the air of purposeful stodginess that 
hung over the town. None knew what made the common 
people of Sandusky so generally lacking in imagination or 
poetry. It was just the way things were. The citizens had a 
right to their mediocre anonymity. 


He, Ross, and three other crewmembers strolled 
relaxedly to a tavern not far from the dock. Later, Tarko 
would try to remember who the other guys were, but he 
couldn’t. They had been good guys, he was sure. It was a 
dim and grimy dive-bar. The color brown ruled over any 
eyes which ended up in that drear region, exerting the 
authority of an iron-fisted monarch. Any spot that wasn’t 
dim, brown and grimy popped out in tremendous visual 
contrast, a blessed relief. There was the familiar acrid 
stench of smoke, though Tarko couldn’t see any smoker. 
The group seated themselves at the counter. The 
crewmembers immediately launched into discussions of 
ship-craft. The subject seemed to come out of nowhere. 


Most of it went right over Tarkos head. His mind wandered. 
Looking idly around, he noticed a clown seated a few stools 
down. That clown seemed oddly familiar to him. 


As Tarko wracked his memory, the barkeep addressed 
this clown, eyeing the fellow dubiously while he vigorously 
polished a glass. “Hey buddy. You been drinking on that 
one drink for quite some time now. Anything wrong with 
it?” 

The clown took a dismal sip, his face betraying no 
emotion. “Nope, nothing wrong. Still tastes like shit. Just 
as usual.” 


“That mean you’re not getting anything else?” 


The clown reached down into the knapsack on the floor 
at his side. He came back up and plonked some creds on 
the counter. “Don’t worry. I won’t be here forever.” 


This would stick out in Tarkos memory. Because when 
he had said, “I won’t be here forever,” in that joking voice, it 
had sounded to Tarko as if the clown felt he already wasn’t 
there. As if he had exited the stage of the world. As if he 
had flown the coop. There was something distant in that 
clowns intonation. To Tarko, it didn’t feel like the distance 
of mere alienation. It was a magic distance. 


Tarko got up, walked over to the clown. “Excuse me. 
You look familiar. Do I know you from somewhere? ... 
Forgive my impertinence, but now that I think about it, you 
really do look like Qice Kalcollins.” 


“Yep. That’s me. Formerly of ‘Qice Kalcollins and his 
Amiable Troupe of Acrobatic Knaves’ fame. Now of no fame 
in particular.” 


“To our generation, you'll always be famous. I 
remember laughing my head off at your routine when I was 
young, watching it on a cheap secondhand holoputer!. But 
what I really remember are the crowds. After I found my 
calling, I didn’t have time for holocasts. But I had time for 
any event that drew a crowd. Your crew drew more than 
any other.” 


“That’s a different perspective from what I usually 
hear. I’m glad you liked the show. But it’s well-and-truly 
over now. I’m just focused on my next act in life.” 


“Wonderful. If I may ask, what will your next act be? 
I’d love to follow it.” 


Qice looked down into his glass. He frowned. Then he 
looked back up at Tarko. “Moving on. My next act is 
moving on.” 


Tarko thought. “I hope it goes well. I’m Tarko 
Bennesion, by the way. I’m a visual artist. Those guys over 
there are some of the crew of the ship I’m cruising on.” 


“Cruising, eh?” 


“Yes, I’m a ‘dumb cruiser’ these days. I’ve only been 
doing it for a short while, but it’s been quite therapeutic. 
I’m aboard the Farewell to Kings. It’s a damn handsome 
ship. Damn handsome.” 


Qice looked around the bar. He sniffled. “Where are 
you headed on this ship?” 


“Oh, all over. We’re going down through the Gulf, then 
crossing the Atlantic.” 


“Farewell to Kings, you say?” 
“That’s the one.” 
“I sure wish I was going on a voyage.” 


“T think there’s still a few vacant cabins. One or two 
anyway.” 


“Tarko, you say that you were drawn to my shows 
because of the crowds? And that it was only after you 
‘found your calling’, correct?” 


“Just so.” 


“What’s your calling? What drew you to the crowds? 
I’ve just never heard anything like that before. And I’ve 
heard a Jot of things.” 


“It’s simple, really. I’m a True Romantic. I’m looking 
for my Destiny Lady, and the more faces there are, the 
higher the probability I’ll find her.” 


“I consider myself a True Romantic too, though you 
wouldn’t know it. The road of life has kept me from finding 
and settling down with my own ‘destiny lady’. The troupe 
was always on the road. I could never let myself bring 
anybody into that crazy, unmoored existence. Everyone I 
started to care about, as I would get to know them better, 


I’d get more and more sure it would have to be either them 
or the road. It never ended up being a conscious choice, 
though. Things always happened, in both our lives, and I 
would end up back on the road. For better or worse. How 
did you two get separated?” 


“Now, that’s a complex and interesting question. But 
the short, mundane answer is that we’ve never been 


Uy 


together, in the conventional sense. I have yet to meet her.’ 


“Ah. Looking for crowds is one way to meet women, I 
guess. How do you approach them?” 


Tarko chuckled. “Oh, good heavens. I don’t have to 
talk to a bunch of random women. I know exactly what she 
looks like.” 


Qice squinted. “So you’ve got your type all figured out, 
huh. But remember that looks aren’t everything. And the 
best looking lady-“ 


Tarko laughed merrily. “Oh, heavens! Heavens! 
Thank goodness I’m not as silly and superficial as that. You 
must think I’m a cad. No, let me reassure you. I realize 
this may all seem strange, since there are so few situations 
like mine. How should I put this? I know what my Destiny 
Lady looks like because of profound holy visions, three in 
total, which I’ve been graced with. The detail in those 
visions was beyond belief.” 


“That really is a new one. What happens if you find 
this ‘destiny lady’ of yours, and she doesn’t wanna be with 


you?” 


“Oh, that’s quite simple. I’ll apologize profusely for 
intruding on her hallowed presence, remove myself from 
her sight, and cease the functioning of my vitals.” 


“You plan on telling your guts to stop working?” 


“Yes, if it comes to that. Hopefully it won’t, and I can 
be of some value to my Lady.” 


“Where’d you learn how to stop your guts from 
working?” 


“T didn’t. It would only be possible within the extreme 
despair of rejection from my Lady.” 


“So you wouldn’t keep bothering her, then, if she didn’t 
want you around.” 


“IT can’t even conceive of such a thing as knowingly 
bothering my Destiny Lady.” 


“This lady could literally be anywhere? You’re just 
planning on searching through every crowd in the world?” 


“That’s were things get more complicated. It may take 
a moment to explain. Qice, do you have a true calling in 
life? I know everyone’s got to retire at some point, even 
from their truest profession. But I can tell that clowning 
isn’t your true calling, by the way you speak of wanting to 
get beyond it, to move on from it. There’s neither 
wistfulness nor bitterness there. The paucity of strong 


feelings is unfeigned. How did you come upon the thing, 
anyway? What made you take up clowning?” 


“Do I even have a calling? I really can’t say. At least, 
not right off the bat. Clowning was a sort of destiny, I 
guess, in that it felt like I didn’t really choose it, somehow. 
It felt like it was foisted onto me. I was born albino. In the 
part of the Mystic Desert where I’m from, not far from the 
western shores, growing up with pale skin means you get 
branded as a clown by all the other kids. My pappy was a 
trapper. Emotionally absent. My mammie was a 
homemaker. I don’t remember the last time I talked about 
them. I was the only child. I went to a small country school 
in a small wooden building. I was never a funny kid. When 
I grew up, I tried out every job I could land. I had just left a 
carpentry gig when I decided that it couldn’t hurt to give 
clowning a try. I expected it to last six months at the 
outside.” 


Tarko exhaled through his nose. “Ahhh. Being a kid is 
tough. I was an orphan. Always going from place to place, 
institutions trading me around without ever giving any 
explanation of what was going on. Seeing if they could find 
any takers. There never were any.” 


“Wow, that’s tough. What places were you in?” 


“All regional orphanages, up in the northeastern 
Statelands. Dreary little towns, mostly. I got along fine, but 
I never made any great friends. I never really learned to 
communicate. Perhaps that’s why I’ve badgered you with 


such personal questions, when I had only meant to say that 
I liked your work.” Tarko chuckled. 


“Not at all. Can’t you see that I’m just the same? I 
never had any great friends, and then I went into showbiz, 
and most of my friends were also employees, which is 
always complicated. I never learned to communicate, 
neither, and now here I am asking you personal questions 
and sharing my life story! Why, when I was little, they 
called me ‘salve boy’ because of all the salves I had to apply 
to myself, to protect my skin from the blistering Mystic 
Desert sun. Puer unguento. Salve boy. I’ll never forget it. 
It made me feel like a little freak. Now I’m a big freak, ‘til 
the day that I die. I gotta stay stocked up on those salves 
every day of my life, or I’ll roast. But it’s a blessing in 
disguise. I don’t suffer from the sun the way normal people 
do. Most normal folks are too proud to put on much salve, 
even when they could really use it.” 


Tarko nodded. He really had only meant to say a quick 
hello to Qice Kalcollins, that inimitable performer. In the 
back of his mind, he had expected a shallow, peevish 
celebrity. Now he found the man to be totally fascinating. 

Intelligent, even. He was slightly ashamed of his former 
bias. How many places had this man gone? How many 
sights had he seen? “Say,” he asked, “have you ever been 
across the Atlantic?” 


“Nope. Who knows what comedy’s like over there, if 
they even got any. Could be worth a look. Ever since the 


troupe disbanded- and it wasn’t a moment too soon- I’ve 
wandered. Hanging out in shithole bars like this one. I 
want to see truly new places, Tarko, to actually spend some 
time in them - not just do a show and then shove off. I want 
to try out clean living.” 


“I myself am a huge proponent of Clean Living.” 
“You don’t say? Have you been that way all your life?” 


“No. I found it when I found my calling. As a young 
man, I was wild, reckless. I went out drinking, I took poor 
care of myself. But as we surely both know, when you live 
on the road, you can hardly afford to be so reckless. You’ve 
got to have your wits about you, or you'll flounder. And I’ve 
seen many who’ve floundered, as I imagine you have. And 
it’s never pretty. I’m sure you know as well as I do, it’s 
never a pretty sight.” 


“Yep. Right on all counts. I’ve seen my fair share of 
flounderers. I don’t wanna be one of them. I’m not gonna.” 


The two men Sat in brooding silence. They were too 
bashful to admit it to themselves, but there was obviously a 
profound connection between them, emerging as instantly 
and boldly as a love-at-first-sight romance. It’s not every 
day that two True Romantics happen upon one another. 
Almost immediately, both had been able to tell that they 
were kindred spirits. They were not ordinary men. Qice 
pretended to be pragmatically minded. In truth, he was a 
dreamer. He had always dreamt of what he could do. He 
dreamt of expanding his potential. It fascinated him that 


this fellow, this Tarko, was so sure of exactly what he 
needed to do. Qice wasn’t sure, even after the good 
Baboonoids clear and thorough explanation, that he 
understood what that something was. To meet a made-up 
woman? 


“Now,” said Qice, “to be clear, you really want to meet 
this woman, that you say you saw in your dreams.” 


“Profound holy visions. I’ve been graced with three 
profound holy visions.” 


“That’s right, you said that. And you haven’t seen or 
heard anything about this lady outside of that?” 


“That’s correct.” Tarko sat with a pleasant smile, 
completely satisfied with his explanation. 


“What if you never find her?” 


“That’s most likely. I’m not getting younger. What’s 
more, the visions don’t age. Obviously my Destiny Lady will 
age like the rest of us. The good news is that I have such 
familiarity with her features, I’ll have no trouble 
recognizing her, whatever changes time may bring. Fora 
while, I was foolishly worried that she wouldn’t want 
anything to do with an old man like me! It eventually 
dawned on me that this was ridiculous. Everyone gets old!” 


“What if she’s dead?” 


“Then my futile search will have been a testament to 
her divine majesty and unreachable beauty. I can only exalt 


ay 


her. 


“An interesting opinion to have about someone you’ve 
never met.” 


“This is no ordinary someone, friend.” 


“IT understand.” He told this lie in hopes of comforting 
the man. “This is really your main quest in life, huh?” 


“In truth, it is my only quest in life. It’s not as futile as 
it sounds. I have a method for manifesting the meeting.” 


“For ‘manifesting’ it?” 


“Correct. Before my first vision, I was a mediocre 
artist. I’ve gotten better, and now my skills are acceptable. 
By drawing my Lady of Destiny with ever-greater fidelity, I 
bring our meeting closer to manifestation. But I fear that 
my ability may not be increasing fast enough. I often worry 
I’m just too lackluster at the craft to manifest the destined 
encounter before the end of my days. Anyway, worrying 
won't help. All I can do is to keep practicing.” 


“So how is drawing supposed to help you meet this 
woman? I feel like I’m missing something.” 


“Oh, it’s much too complicated to explain in this casual 
setting. It has to do with the nature of Destiny, the primeval 
power of sympathetic magic, of love and its fatalistic 
properties of attraction. Hell, I’m not sure I understand it 
myself. I only know it’s a possibility I can’t ignore. Enough 


of my self-absorbed brooding. This type of bar is a scene 
set for enjoyable light conversation and jolly carousal.” 


“T don’t know how enjoyable of a place this is, but I’ve 
got too much drink in me to follow much of anything 
anyway. IfI go on this cruise, maybe I can grasp it 
sometime later, if you’re willing to tell it again. I know 
that’s a lot of patience to ask from anyone.” 


“You’re seriously considering the cruise, I see.” 


Qice looked around the bar. “Yeah. Look at me. I’ve 
got nothing going on. IfI don’t like it, I can always get off 
before the Atlantic crossing and catch a passenger ship 
back to wherever along the coast I could possibly wanna go, 
right?” 


“Unless society suddenly collapses.” 


Tarkos group was getting up. Ross stepped over to the 
conversing pair. “Hey buddy, we’re heading back to the 
boat. I might do some quick swabbing, just to stay ahead of 
things. You make a new friend?” 


Tarkos gaze fell on Ross with a weight of elder 
authority. “Young man, please don’t use such a nonchalant 
tone. This is none other than the legendary Qice 
Kalcollins.” 


“T might have heard my folks use that name a few 
times.” 


“I dare say. He’s a legend in the clowning world. An 
elder statesman for my generation.” 


Qice nodded to Ross. “Hey kid, I’m just a clown. How 
do you do. I wish I was a statesman. I don’t get no 
diplomatic immunity, I’m sad to say.” 


Ross chuckled politely. “Well, that’s grand. We’re 
gonna head back, you wanna come with? Or you can stay 
out and enjoy Sandusky, though there’s gonna be better 
stops on the voyage.” 


Tarko said, “I should hope so.” 


Qice said, “Actually, I would like to come with. Is it true 
that you have cabins available?” 


Ross nodded. “Indeed.” 


Qice picked up and hefted his knapsack. At that 
moment, he felt the electric promise of adventure. There 
was a pleading look in his eyes, then, as he looked at the 
group. “Is it really okay if I come with you guys?” 


The Farewell headed out that evening on a southwesterly 
tack. No one was interested in spending any more time in 
Sandusky. Qice was immediately enamored with Captain 
Shelley. She was no more familiar with his work than was 
Ross, but she thought the old guy was charming. They 
were soon friends. When she had time, she often stopped 
by the mess at dinner, just to chat with him. When they 
chatted, laughter could be heard. Whenever Tarko heard 


this sound, he thought to himself, “Now there are two 
people with class. I must get some class, for the sake of my 
Destiny Lady.” 


There were smatterings of rain, bringing merciful 
relief from the heat. Always over too quick. Lahern was 
seen infrequently outside of his cabin. Something was 
eating at him, perhaps the hard-to-ignore fact that his 
sorcery was getting him nowhere in his effort to make Ross 
fall head-over-heels for him. Tarko wasn’t able to talk much 
to the sullen “sorcerer”. Qice was constantly out-and- 
about, however, and was just as fascinating without being 
remotely obnoxious. The pair were fast friends in no time, 
so comfortable with one another that Qice began calling 
Tarko “old buddy”, as if they’d known each other for years. 
They were the only passengers up on deck during the day 
who didn’t constantly complain about the weather, about 
how rains would sweep through and only succeed at 
making things more humid. Ross sometimes joined them 
during the once-daily breaks in his swabbing. 


Qice reminisced on how important the group dynamic 
of his troupe had been. It had been invaluable to everyones 
professional lives- an endless source of inspiration- a font of 
creativity. What was much more important was what that 
interplay had meant to them personally. Everyone knew 
the smallest mannerisms of everyone else. In the glare of 
the stage lights, under the pressure of the most aloof 
crowds, they had improvised some of their most famous 
material. To those who’d never experienced that kind of 


rapport, there were no words to describe it. In the two-odd 
years since he’d started wandering, he had really missed 
that dynamic. 


Telling all this, he sometimes sounded apologetic. As if 
he felt a need to explain why he had joined their lives so 
suddenly. It was as if they were producers, and he was 
selling them on the production of his life. Cruising on the 
Farewell to Kings, hanging out with the “it-crowd” - it 
would be a feel-good romp. Tarko was puzzled by the 
renowned funnymans desire to explain himself. The 
visionary artist had arrived here just as suddenly, just as 
impulsively. No, not quite impulsively. He left nothing 
important up to whim. The holy quest was what always 
compelled him. Though the clown was almost certainly a 
True Romantic, he seemed not to have any quest in his life, 
as things stood. For Qice, it seemed, there was some 
feeling of vulnerability, some questioning about his place 
within things. But he almost never seemed distant, only 
rarely seemed pensive. There was an enthusiasm. This was 
a new mode of life, and he was ready to take it by the horns. 
Qice was able to freely bask in the romance and novelty of 
sailing the open waters. Every five minutes or so, he would 
sniff in wafts of sea air, “gusto” written all over his face. 
There may have been some uneasiness within him, but 
there was also a deep joy. He felt that he was gaining a 
wonderful new freedom. 


Just as the heat was poised to start breaking records, a 
storm sprang out of nowhere. The ship heard about it via 


radio, at midday, about an hour before it was upon them. 
Captain Shelley was unperturbed. Sudden hurricanes were 
commonplace on the Gulf. She called all the passenger into 
the mess. Once everyone was crowded in, she advised them 
to relax in their rooms with a good book. There was no 
reason to worry, she assured. The passengers clunked off. 
The few children on the voyage complained to their 
parents. Other than that, silent apprehension. The crew 
battened down the hatches with the expertise of familiarity. 
As they finished up, the sky darkened. In another few 
minutes the storm was howling all around the Farewell. 


Tarko lay in his hammock, and he felt the wind howl. 
Other storms he’d experienced had screamed like angry 
ghosts. The storm that struck when he’d experienced the 
second vision had wailed like a lonely spirit from the past. 
For whatever reason, whether it was his own strange mood, 
or some difference in the acoustic qualities, the sounds of 
this storms blasting wind didn’t seem to possess such 
emotional qualities. Perhaps it possessed the qualities of 
emotions outside normal human experience. It was like the 
voice of some other order of being, some unknowable 
system chained by wild forces other than the passions we 
know. He slept through most of the storm, a dreamless, 
fathomless sleep. 


By early evening, the howling had died down. The ship 
was unscathed. Once the passengers had been sufficiently 
reassured that they weren’t in the eye of the hurricane, 
they slowly emerged onto deck. Soon they were merrily 


squawking about how much better the air felt. Even this 
powerful whipping-up of the atmosphere could only bring 
fleeting relief. But it was a much-needed break. 


The next day they neared the coast of an island called 
“Trogonia” by the crew. Neither Tarko nor Qice had heard 
the name. Ross laughed at them. “It’s the largest landmass 
in the Gulf! Then again, you wouldn’t have done many 
shows there, senor Qice. It’s entirely inhabited by 
tribesfolk. A fierce landscape. Not well suited to quaint 
acrobatic follies.” 


Qice sniffed. “Well maybe this Trogonia isn’t a top 
market for clowning. But I’ve been through some tough 
places, young man. Don’t underestimate me. I’m not some 
twinkle-toe moron. You travel the open road as much as | 
have, you learn how to take care of yourself.” 


While they chatted, an unmoving dark spot had 
appeared on the horizon where there was normally only a 
small sandbank. Shelley ordered the ship in for a closer 
look. It was quickly clear that a wreck had been pulled up 
by yesterdays storm. Excited chattering broke out among 
the passengers. They gathered along the railing with their 
binoculars, socializing as they gazed at the unexpected 
novelty. It was a dark, hulking metal thing. Baseless 
theories for its origin began proliferating. Soon a crowd 
formed around Shelley, begging the captain to order a 
thorough investigation. It was decided that two small boats 
would sail over. One would hold six crewmembers, the 


other, six passengers. Shelley appointed herself head of the 
crewmember boat, leaving the Farewell in the capable 
hands of first mate Deekus Morlay. A sturdy woman given to 
large humor and flamboyant wigs, she was secretly the only 
person aboard who the captain viewed as a full equal. For 
the passenger ship, Shelley nearly assigned a token 
crewmember to the head post. The cruisers lamented that 
putting a babysitter on board spoiled the whole point of 
getting a boat of their own. Shelley gave ground. The 
position held almost no responsibility. She chose Gaarth for 
the role. 


Nobody knew Gaarths last name, or if he had one. 
None could remember to ask him about it. He was a 
veteran sailor who couldn’t keep himself away from the sea. 
This inclination was unfortunate. It wasn’t accident or 
malady that had caused Gaarths eventual discharge from 
every ship he’d crewed on. General incompetence made 
him unhireable. He was considered unfit, at fifty-six years 
of age, for the position of swabbie. In the time before word 
had spread to every legitimate captain of what a liability he 
was, he had achieved a career of over a decade, doing 
menial jobs poorly and flouting necessary safety 
instructions all along the coasts of the Atlantic. Now he was 
combining the pittance of creds he had saved with outside 
financial help from family, allowing him to sail on one of the 
best-regarded passenger ships on the waters. What he 
would do after all this, he didn’t quite know. His scraggly 
beard was considered distressing by many. It held, not only 


the appearance of seaweed, but the pungent odor. Shelley 
firmly instructed him to follow her boat and take no 
initiative. 

None of the crew were clamoring to be on the 
expedition. Shelley selected five hands that she thought 
would be vigilant to the safety of themselves and the 
passengers. Ross was included, as a rookie sailor who could 
possibly benefit from the “learning experience”. For the 
passenger boat, it was decided that the five newest 
passengers should have the opportunity. This left out 
Lahern, which Tarko was slightly disappointed by. He had a 
hankering to see what reactions the odd fellow might have 
to the novelty. But he was happy that Qice was included. 
The man was practically beside himself with enthusiasm to 
be going on an adventure like this. Everyone wished the 
courageous explorers well, and they were sent off with a 
spirited trumpet fanfare by some of the ships amateur 
musicians. 


The two little boats floated out in silence, their small 
crews lost in thought. The sandbank sprang in upon their 
musings. Splashing into the shallow water on the edge, the 
parties heaved and dragged their crafts up onto firm 
ground. The relatively out-of-shape passengers were still 
panting, except for Tarko, as everyone looked up at the 
slanting wreckage. The hulking black iron hull sat there, 
sticking out from the depths which had so recently 
concealed it, which had absorbed it at some indeterminable 
time in the past, and lay such a claim to it now, that it felt as 


if the two had always been together, as if the wreck was a 
piece of the depths. To Tarko, the old ship seemed morose, 
silently put-out at being forced into the sunlight. It was not 
clear, from what of the craft was visible, how such a weighty 
thing had propelled itself through the sea. The away party 
murmured and chattered as they looked. The popular 
consensus was that there must have been a military need 
for heavy armor. The craft had likely moved by means of 
some advanced-technological propulsion, now lost to time. 
These imaginings filled Tarkos head. He wasn’t confident 
there was anything to them. 


The facade of the ship gave away no secrets. The only 
features on its surface were some clusters of grey barnacle 
husks, and a few porthole windows. Shelley aimed at one of 
these with a slingshot. She let fly a packet which popped 
loudly as it made impact with the seam along the windows 
edge. A second later, a sprinkling of rust sloughed off, and 
the window popped open with a thin creak. A crewmember 
effortlessly tossed a rope-ladder grappling hook through 
the opening. Shelley firmly instructed everyone to stay 
within sight of each other when inside. They began climbing 
up, first the captain, then the crew, shuffling up the seven- 
and-a-half meters of wobbling rope without looking down. 
Tarko found himself last in line. There was just enough 
space for him to fit his bulk through. The opening 
practically extruded him into a world of murky darkness. 


He gave himself a moment to get his balance on the 
slanting floor. As his eyes adjusted, he realized he could 


neither see nor hear anyone. Strange. It seemed like the 
ever-competent Shelley wouldn’t allow such oversight. He 
nearly went back down to wait outside. But that would be 
overly cautious. His companions couldn’t be far. It wasa 
big boat, sure, but how lost could he get? He strolled ina 
downward direction. He would just backtrack if he didn’t 
find them within a few minutes. 


The little he could make out of the ships interior was 
no great revelation. There were no clear signs, to his 
untrained eyes, of advanced technology. The furnishing was 
simple, utilitarian. Most rooms he came upon seemed 
designed as cabins. There were rusting black iron frames 
that looked like they’d once been bunk beds. He didn’t 
investigate anything too closely. He was too mentally 
distracted. Besides, straining his eyes in the low light made 
his head hurt. This adventure wasn’t immediately living up 
to the hype. But he didn’t want to give up on it too quickly. 

Plotting a course downward through the ships hallways, he 
went as straight as possible. It should be easy, he told 
himself, to maintain a sense of direction. Up was back. Up 
and right would eventually lead to the window. Why worry? 
He walked in this way for a while. Was the ship larger than 
it looked from the outside? 


He came to a wide, low-ceilinged room with long 
tables. Surely the former mess hall. The layout was 
damnably similar to the mess on the Farewell to Kings. At 
the opposite end of the hall, water pooled, fathomless-black 
in the murk. There could be no further progress downward 


without going into it. This was the endpoint. As he looked 
at the rusted metal tables, strange visions of cannibalism 
popped unbidden into his mind. He shivered. Perhaps it 
was the clinical hard edges of those featureless, utilitarian 
black iron rectangles, which brought on such thoughts. The 
images were as vivid as they were vicious. Forcefully 
shoving them from his mind, he turned to the dark water. A 
somber mood came upon him as he drank in its abstract 
abyssal nature, mundane and strange, flat and deep. Then 
he jumped. There was a humanoid shape, staring at him 
from the pools edge, lower legs lost in the blackness. 


“Oh!” a jarringly normal voice came from the shape. 
“Sorry, friend. I know most land-mammals? can’t see very 
well in the dark, but for some reason I thought you knew I 
was there. You here to inspect the wash-up?” 


“Yeah,” said Tarko, relieved. “But I somehow got 
separated from my group. You investigating too? Have you 
seen or heard anyone come through here?” 


“Haven't seen or heard anybody. Actually, I’ve made 
this old wreck my home for the last couple of years. Peace 
and quiet, get away from all the hubbub and fuss of modern 
living. It’s been nice. Don’t mind saying it wasn’t so nice 
when that storm hit yesterday. Pretty jarring. Now I’m not 
sure this old place is so secluded anymore. Maybe it’s a 
sign, from wherever these types of signs come from. That 
it’s time to move on to the next thing.” 


“Yeah, maybe. Name’s Tarko, by the way.” 


“Good to meet ya, Tark. Name’s Pert. I was big into 
sailing, myself. You a crewmember, or just taking a cruise?” 


“Just cruisin’. My first time out on the waves. I’m 
having a blast. Aboard the Farewell to Kings, if you’ve ever 
heard of it.” 


Pert whistled, a strange, reedy sound. Tarko now saw 
through the gloom well enough to make out some features. 
Though he knew enough to never say such things, there 
was a trout-like cast to Perts face. “The Farewell, you say? 
Finest ship sailing. Captain Shelley still at the helm?” 

“Small world! Yes, she’s a capable cap if ever there 


yw 


Was. 


“Say that again. But no, it’s not so much the smallness 
of the world, as the reputation of the ship and the captain. 
If you don’t mind, I could join up and we could form a two- 
man search party, just so’s I could get a sight of that ship. A 
fine way to begin my somewhat-forced return to the world.” 


“Join up, but don’t worry too much about the search 
part of things. It’s a nearly straight shot back to where we 
entered. They’re probably waiting impatiently for me right 
now. If not, I’ll just wait there for them. I kept walking for 
too long anyway. Let my mind wander. Seems funny, 
though - why would Captain Shelley let us get separated? 
It is a bit out of character.” 


As the Fishoid man drew closer, Tarko could detect a 
pensive cast to his aqueous features. “Yeah. That doesn’t 


seem like old Roaring Cannons Shelley. I tell ya, though, 
maybe she’s been stuck by the same sort of funny feeling I 
have - slightly disoriented, ya know - ever since that funny- 
sounding storm.” 


“You thought it sounded weird too? Glad it wasn’t just 


yw 


me. 


“Yeah, there was an otherworldly quality to those 
winds.” 


The two men walked. Tarko led the way, setting an 
almost brisk pace. Every so often they called out. The only 
response was phantasmal echoes through the dark metal 
halls. The noise seemed to travel far, far into the ships 
hidden depths. Tarko wondered that the others didn’t seem 
to be calling out for him. Could some freak of the acoustics 
make it seem as if noise travelled farther than it was? He 
was sure they would reach the entrance soon. It always felt 
like it was being kept a few feet away. It was a maddening 
sensation. To distract himself from it, he called out all the 
louder. “Ross! Qice! Shelley! Gaarth!!-“ 


At this last name, the hairs of his brow stiffened 
slightly. He turned. Even in the low light, Pert looked 
visibly pale. He asked the fellow, “How you feeling, friend?” 


“Say that name again, please. One more time.” 


“Which one? You mean ‘Gaarth’? If you know that 
rascally fellow, then it really is a small world. I hear he was 
such a lousy crewmember that nobody’ll hire him.” 


Pert looked paler yet. “Then it is him.” 


“TAAAARRK!” Shelleys powerful yell came cutting 
through the metal walls like a knife through butter. How 
was it possible that they were only now hearing it? The 
next moment, the rest of the group was upon them. 
“Tarko,” Captain Shelley declared stridently, “I would have 
expected much better sense from you. How did you get lost 
from the group?” 


“IT came up the ladder, and there was no one there! I 
was going to ask you how that happened!!” Tarko chuckled 
with disbelief. “I don’t trust this ship by half.” 


“Agreed,” sighed Shelley. “There’s something about it. 
I can’t honestly explain why I didn’t demand that we make a 
thorough head count before moving anywhere. This damn 
wreck is sapping all our sense! There’s nothing to see here 
anyway, just a lot of rusty metal junk. Let’s-“ 


One and all became suddenly aware of the 
spontaneous staring match that was taking place between 
Gaarth and the Fishoid newcomer. “This is Pert,” Tarko 
half-whispered. “He’s been living here.” 


“Aye,” said Gaarth, his gaze never wavering from Pert. 
“Aye, it’s been a while. It’s been a long, long while.” 


“Matey,” said Pert, “I think I manifested you.” 
“Don’t call me matey. You know you’ve no right.” 


“Even after all these years, Gaarth?” 


“No, it’s not like that. It’s just... I can see you looking 
at my beard. We’ve just seen each other for the first time 
in, oh, forever. And just like always, the first place your 
eyes go, is my beard.” 


“Gaarth, ye cannae fault me for that. I’m a man yet.” 
“Cut the routine.” 


“I don’t want to feed you any routine. I’ve been living 
in this fucking shipwreck. For over two years. Gaarth, I 
know there’s no way in Hell the Farewell to Kings would let 
you on asa crewmember. Are you paying money?” 


“T don’t need your snobby pity.” 


“T don’t want to pity you. I have money. I’ve been 
collecting undersea treasure. Haven’t had shit-else to do 
down here. Can I join up with you? I might be able to pay 
your way for longer, if that’s what you want.” 


“I’m paid up for a good while.” 


“You got family help, I’m sure. I know you don’t want 
to be a burden on them.” 


Gaarth spat a smelly wad that made the onlookers 
recoil in disgust. “I aint no burden, man. A relationship 
can’t live on financial transactions. Listen. If ye come back 
to me, this time, it can’t just be about the beard. 
Understand?” 


“Then ye would-“ 


“T think about ye every day.” 


Pert turned to Shelley, his passion burning away any 
normal self-consciousness regarding the staring of the 
crowd around him. “Captain Shelley. I’m Pert Kerjinshky. 
I’m a longtime deckhand, specializing in rigging, but I’m 
sure you don’t have any positions on such short notice. If 1 
went and grabbed some items, would you be so tolerant as 
to consider apprizing their value for possible payment of 
passage? I would pay full price, yet require no additional 
cabin space.” 


Shelley nodded. “Go grab the goods and bring them 
out. The exit’s right over there. We’ll be waiting outside.” 


Pert scampered off into the darkness to gather his 
booty. Tarko descended the ladder, and he drank in the 
fresh air and wondered at the twists and turns of fate. If 
these two crusty fellows could find each other like this, 
surely he could come upon his Destiny Lady. The presence 
of the miraculous meeting, of the hot passion that had been 
rekindled in that dismal place, made the hand of Destiny 
seem nearer, seem within reach. It had seemed as if the 
wreck was some planar pocket, some disjointed crinkle 
from that strange storm which had lifted it up from the sea 
floor, up from the depths which had held it in iron shackles 
for untold centuries, yet which had allowed the Farewell to 
Kings through without a scratch. Had he, with the help of 
Pert, unintentionally manifested Gaarth, thus smoothing the 
dimensional fabric in just the right place? It was strange 
doings, obscure, hard to fathom. 


After a few minutes, Pert emerged. He clambered 
down the rope ladder with a soggy sack full of treasure. 
There was so much hefty merchandise that it was decided 
to split the goods up between ships, for better weight 
distribution. It clearly varied in quality, but the best of it 
alone assured the treasure-grabber a long-term place on 
the ship. He crowded into the now-snug passengers boat. 
As they returned, he told a captive but rapt audience of 
where and how he had come upon this or that item. “It was 


in the grip of a skeleton!” or “And finally the wily squid 
relented, and a was able to grab it back.” Every item had 


some sort of adventure attached to it. 


Tarko couldn’t refrain from cutting in. “Friend Pert, 
how did you fare during the storm? It must have been quite 
a jolt, your home moving from underwater to over water.” 


“Ya know, you’d think. I know I said before that it was 
jarring, and it was, ina way. Truth is, I slept like a baby 
through most of the storm. When I got up, I noticed the 
floor was extremely slanty!” 


Qice nodded. “Musta been something about that weird 
wind. I slept like a baby too.” 


A lady squawked, “Hey, aint that something? I slept 
like a baby too. ‘Course, we was on the Farewell, finest ship 
around. We wasn’t in any danger. I knew that the whole 
time.” Everyone else chimed in that, after being weirded 
out by the wind, they’d also gotten an unusually good sleep 
through the bulk of the hurricanes impact. It was declared 


to be awfully funny that everyone had had the exact same 
experience. 


A dreamless sleep. Tarko thought long about it. He 
continued to think about it as the ship was raised up, as the 
returning party was greeted with vigorous cheers and 
pelted with questions, the passengers all gathering around 
Pert, the newest curiosity. That he would be staying in the 
Same room as Gaarth caused no small amount of gleeful 
gossip. Tarko didn’t join in. They were obviously lovers. 
What was there to speculate over? 


A deep sleep. Deep, dreamless, totally serene. And 
then, could the normally-scheduled dreams have been 
transferred, by the vicious whipping of those planar winds? 
Could this be the dream, what they were inhabiting at this 
time, a gauze of dream-fabric laid over waking reality? He 
was sure not. No, nothing was ever that simple. But surely, 
that had been a strange storm. He realized that 
speculation, at this point, was bound to miss the mark. The 
more he considered things, the farther he felt from the 
truth. Instead of abandoning himself to idle musings that 
could have no endpoint, he fell into drawing. He drew, 
massaging out of his pencils the details of his Destiny Lady 
that he had only so recently seen, for the third time ever, 
that Lady who was never far from his mind. Was it true that 
he didn’t know her? He didn’t know. What was it to know 
someone? Gaarth and Pert thought they knew each other, 
at least to some degree. He knew nothing about her, he 
knew everything - he knew that she was the Woman of 


Destiny. She took his breath away. Wasn’t that enough? 
But to guys like Gaarth and Pert, who’d obviously been 

through so many real situations, real struggles together, 
that would all just seem phantasmal, insubstantial. Like 
there was nothing to it. Imaginary. Poof. And it’s gone. 


It wasn’t. He knew it wasn’t imaginary, he knew it was 
there! But he didn’t know how to explain it. Words failed, 
they always did. 


And he drew. It was the only thing he could do. 


The ship sailed along the edge of the great island called 
Trogonia. The binoculars of the idle passengers were 
trained on the verdant coast. The brooding jungle squatted 
amidst its own overcrowded expanse, peering inscrutably 
back. The islands outline curved sharply. Forest 
transitioned to marsh. Then, there were miles and miles of 
mangroves. In the waning light of early evening, the ship 
went towards those mangroves. Tarko emerged from his 
cabin to get some fresh air. He saw the roots in the 
distance and was reminded of hidden byways in the land 
around Sandusky. Those mangrove lanes had been quaint 
and peaceful, always a treat to paddle down. Trogonia 
seemed to have similar spots. It was only on closer 
approach that he understood how huge these roots were. 
They towered over the ship. The soft low light made the 
region beneath them feel like an organic cave. A sense of 
cool, deeply shaded somnolence hit him as he peered down 


into the dark waters below, up at the gnarling, winding 
organic arches above. They had sailed into a strange 
harbor. 


There was a village here. Shelley explained to those 
passengers milling about near the helm that she had known 
this community for years. She stopped by whenever 
possible, to stock up and trade, but also just to check in, to 
see how things were going. With Perts new treasures, she 
had plenty to offer the settlement deep within the island 
mangroves. It was a settlement she and few other 
outsiders were aware of. On sturdy platforms above the 
water, some three hundred and forty Dragonflyoid folk 
maintained their tribal community with little regard for the 
lifestyles of the more populous places. The Dragonflyoid 
people possessed the faces of human-sized dragonflies, with 
massive, bulging compound eyes that glistened 
enchantingly in the light. Their bodies only differed from 
other folks by a slight purpurate tint to the skin. They wore 
the hides of the giant crocodiles they hunted. Those hides 
were tinted slightly purple, because the tribesfolk thought 
it looked more beautiful. Tarko looked down at the big, 
simple expedition boats anchored in the water below, 
looked up at the ornately carved platforms of the town 
above. He had been all over the eastern Statelands coast, 
but never to a tribal community. Several rope ladders were 
dropped. Merry cries and ululations rained down along 
with them. 


Shelley saw Tarko standing on the side of the deck. 
“I’m heading around to tell everyone the news. It’s a bit of 
a climb to get up there. Unfortunately, kids and the elderly 
and infirm can’t come up, for safety reasons. It’s always a 
bummer, but it can’t be helped. We tried making secure 
harnesses to carry them up, but there were still too many 
concerns. Anyhow. I’m sure you'll want to pay the 
Dragonflyoids a visit. Don’t miss out on it.” 


Tarko nodded. “Don’t worry. I don’t intend to just 
draw in my room during any such notable stop. I always 
like seeing new populations, though this one is unlikely to 
be of practical help on my quest. I know you’re busy, good 
Captain, but I’m dying to know how you found out about 
this strange settlement.” 


“I’m always busy. When I was just finding my footing 
on the ship, working my way up the ladder, so-to-speak, I 
heard a strange tale in a tavern. A wizened old goat went 
on and on about the beliefs of the tribes living among the 
giant mangroves of Trogonia. There are giant mosquitos 
lurking around here, fearsome creatures, as dangerous as 
you'll find. There’s also a population of giant dragonflies. 
The dragonflies kill the mosquitos on sight, the only 
predators skilled enough to do so. Almost all the Trogonian 
tribes believe that every few centuries, the dragonflies stop 
killing the mosquitos. Most tellers give no explanation for 
why, but some believe that the dragonflies kill for sport, and 
that the sport eventually gets monotonous to them. Most 
etymologists think the dragonflies kill the mosquitos for 


food, but that’s a different matter. Whatever the case, 
according to the story, the mosquito population then 
explodes. The monsters kill off almost all life except for the 
dragonflies, who they know they can’t best. Then, 
everything starts again. From square-one, from scratch, 
from the first few marks on the blank page. The dragonflies 
and the mangroves are the only constant in this cosmology. 
Many tribes believe one or both to be immortal. I was so 
fascinated by this tale, that when I could get a break from 
my duties, I sought out the location of one of the tribes who 
was supposed to believe it. At that age, I had fewer 
responsibilities. I often went to great lengths to satisfy my 
curiosity. Turns out it was all true. They believe that we’re 
coming close to another huge die-off. Don’t worry, though. 
We're safe from the mosquitos. This is deep dragonfly 
country.” 


Tarko looked around. In the deep distance through the 
roots, he thought he saw flitting shadows with the shapes of 
dragonflies. It was hard to say for sure. He looked down, 
imagining the gigantic mosquitos that might dwell in such 
waters. It was easy to picture that cool darkness harboring 
some dreadful menace. Giant mosquitos. Giant 
dragonflies. Giant crocs. Giant mangroves! Was this island 
some land of giants? The Dragonflyoids weren’t gigantic. 

Perhaps they weren’t native to the island, either. If not, 
where were they from, originally? How long had they been 
here? What did they do for fun? He asked Shelley. 


“For fun, it’s always the game of billiards. Are you 
familiar with it? It’s a blast. I love it almost as much as they 
do. As for their origins, they firmly believe they’ve always 
lived here, but that seems unlikely. The gigantism that’s 
common throughout the island is a big question to 
researchers. The difficulty finding any answers is, you have 
to be able to survive in this place long enough to make any 
findings. It’s a dangerous island, there’s no doubt. But this 
village is a safe-haven, and the tribesfolk are damn good 
people. C’mon, let’s go up and enjoy ourselves for a while.” 


One by one, most of the able-bodied passengers and 
about half the crew scrambled up the rope ladders. It was 
a good bit of climbing. It suddenly occurred to Tarko that 
he was directly below Shelley. She was an attractive 
woman, and no mistake. An unfamiliar thought came to 
him. It really struck him, then, that however attractive a 
woman might be, he would never be tempted to give his 
affections to any but his Destiny Lady. He was totally secure 
in this knowledge, more-so than ever before. What was 
strange to him, was that such an affirmation should even be 
necessary. It allowed for the possibility that it might not be 
the case, that he might indeed be tempted away from his 
exclusive devotion by some other woman - that things could 
deviate from what Destiny dictated. It made him feel odd to 
think like this. He put it all out of his mind. 


He scrambled into a buzzing cluster with tribesfolk and 
tourists. The town was a series of platforms tied to the 
roots by giant ropes. Ornately carved railing surrounded. 


At first glance, it looked like purely abstract designs. As 
Tarko inspected it closer, he made out what looked like a 
few scenes of Dragonflyoids fighting giant crocs, and a few 
of dragonflies fighting mosquitos. Shelley and Qice found 
him absorbed in this study. He turned and saw that they 
were accompanied by a lanky old Dragonflyoid. The 
greybeards handsome croc-hide vestments were bedazzled 
with small jewels and threaded with intricate little carvings. 
Tarko noted that no other tribesfolk he’d seen had this kind 
of ornamentation. From his lower face, below the massive 
eyes, a thin, long purpurate moustache curled its way into a 
mesmeric spiral form. He leaned on a walking stick 
ornamentally carved with crocodile motifs, topped by a 
glistening purple gem. The workmanship was exquisite. It 
was plain that the fellow was a dignitary. 


“Well,” he said with easygoing self-assurance, “then 
this is the other newbie of the cruise. Welcome, guest. 
How do you do? My name is Chief Oddo. I would cordially 
invite you to a little game. There’s no obligation. When our 
good Captain Shelley brings us those who are new to her 
boat, we have a small tradition. We induct them, if they 
would allow it, into the rites of the favorite game of our little 
community. We’re all huge billiards fans here, if she hasn’t 
told you. Pretty much all we do is hunt crocs, sit around, 
and play billiards. Things could be worse.” He laughed 
cheerfully. “Afterwards, whether you play or no, you'll be 
treated to a croc flesh feast. We know how to cook it real 
nice. Oh, it is so good of you to visit us, Shelley.” 


“That sounds great,” said Tarko, “but I hope we’re not 
an imposition to your community. That’s a lot of mouths to 
feed.” 


Oddo chuckled. “Partake liberally. You can be certain 
that Shelley reimburses us, and it’s all factored into the 
price of your admission. You’ve already paid for this food!” 
He laughed a hearty laugh. 


Qice chimed in, “I’m up to play billiards with the chief. 
It’s just your standard game of eight ball. I highly 
recommend it, Tark. Billiards is a blast, if you’ve never 
played.” 


“T’ve never played. I look eagerly forward to it, my 
good man.” Oddo nodded happily. The conversation turned 
to local matters, Shelley quizzing the chief on the well- 
being of the community as they made their way towards the 
great tent under which the billiards-platform sat. It was a 
central place in the village. The chatter of the crowd 
became more subdued as they approached. A small 
opening high above was the only source of light. Night was 
falling, and the branches that hung over the village were 
thick. Yet the eyes adjusted quickly. A feeling of twilit 
expectation, an electric tension, hung over everything. 
There were many billiard tables here. Almost too many. 
And almost every one of them was occupied. The tribesfolk 
relished challenging outsiders. Oddo guided them to a 
central table. Tarko was told again that the “beginner- 
friendly” game of eight-ball would be played. Shelley 


explained the rules to him as Qice and the chief got their 
game underway. She pointed out practical examples when 
they happened. The contest was a mundane back-and- 
forth, with no great plays on either side. Qice lost when, 
after sinking three balls, he accidentally knocked the eight- 
ball in on a tricky shot. By this time, Tarko was perfectly 
comfortable with the ins and outs of the simple game. 
Under village tradition, guests always went first. He cued 
up. The balls flew. A solid-colored one plopped into a hole. 
Solids it was. 


One by one, he knocked the balls in. It was a simple 
process. Sometimes, he was forced to knock the cue ball off 
the sides and through narrow tunnels of balls he didn’t 
desire to hit. He found this to be the most fun. The 
trajectory of such shots could require finesse. Often, 
though, the shots were simple and direct. He could see 
how a childish intelligence might find delight in the process. 
It was a pleasant distraction. Without flinching, he ran the 
table, knocking the eight-ball in as casually as any other 
shot. Oddo hadn’t had a chance to touch anything. 


Tarko found the chief squinting at him with suspicion, 
thin mouth turned up in a canny smile. “Now, what’s this 
line about you never having played billiards, friend?” 


Tarko chuckled. “I assure you, good chief, I’m no dirty 
hustler. I have no motive for lying.” 


Chief Oddo thumped his sinewy hand on Tarkos 
immovably sturdy back and laughed uproariously. “I dare 


say, friend. I dare say. You got time for another game?” He 
turned to Shelley. “I want to see how he fares at nine-ball.” 


“Yeah,” Qice chimed in. He was practically hopping 
up-and-down with excitement. “That was some amazing 
stuff, Tark. Just amazing. You should play some more, see 
how ya do. You are really good at this. Oh yeahhhhh. 
Smooth.” He licked his lips, eyes twinkling with pure 
delight. 


Tarko consented without hesitation. Chief Oddo 
declared, “We’ll be calling our shots.” Shelley explained 
everything. Tarko grasped it readily. As guest, he was still 
up first. He called his shots with an almost absentminded 
matter-of-factness. This game required more skill and 
forethought. For his money, it seemed the clear winner 
between the two types. Still simple, still childish, to his way 
of thinking. He ran the table. “That was rather lucky,” he 
said when he was done. “With how the balls broke, there 
weren’t any truly tricky shots.” 


Qice was beside himself. “That was something else. 
Tark, you really can’t let this talent go to waste. You know 
that we—that you could make money legitimately, being up 
front about your skill. No dirty hustler stuff. Even if you 
don’t wanna put creds on the line, people deserve to see 
this. I don’t mean to pester ya, pal, but - oh c’mon, Tark, ya 
gotta show people how good you are! That was some kinda 
wizardry. Amazing stuff, man! Reeeeeal smooth.” 


“Come now, Qice. It’s good to let loose and give in to 
shallow entertainments every now and then. But I can’t 
even consider stealing someones creds with such a 
pointless skill, even if they asked for it. I don’t think a 
bunch of strangers need to watch me play a game. I don’t 
want to bore anyone.” 


“Don’t be too quick to turn your nose up. I know 
you’re a man of honor. But you know as well as I that there 
can be times when creds are desperately needed. And 
some opponents don’t merit honor. As for people watching 
you - maaaaan. I’m telling ya, nobody’s gonna be bored if 
you keep on like that. Trust me. Just trust me. You got 
some real magic here, Tark. Think about that.” 


Chief Oddo was hugely entertained by this 
conversation. Waves of chuckles had him rocking back and 
forth. He looked at Shelley. “Bless you, good woman, for 
visiting. My esteem for these guests is tremendous, 
tremendous. They can live here whenever they want.” 


Tarko nodded. “You’re not so bad yourself, chief. 
When all around are in good spirits, it makes for a pleasing 
atmosphere.” He couldn’t begin to wrap his head around 
the obsessions so many had with trivial games like this. 
There was no harm done, though, so-long-as it didn’t 
replace the search for genuine meaning and purpose. He 
looked around at all the tables packed with players, brows 
furrowed, eyes gleaming in the low light, peering like 
searchlights at the arrangements of the balls, plotting their 


next move. The atmosphere was far different from some 
dingy saloon. Players smiled without subterfuge, they 
exclaimed loudly without malice or rancor, they patted one 
another on the back. In this village, it felt like billiards 
facilitated feelings of camaraderie and healthy competitive 
effort. This was surely a model example of how games 
should be. Even so, it was a wonder to him that folks could 
invest such emotion into such triviality. He decided the 
well-mannered thing would be to say nothing more about it. 
He’d maintain a respectful silence on the topic of billiards, 
which was so highly valued by these fine folk. All around 
him, the clacking continued, cues hitting balls, balls hitting 
balls, hitting the rail cushions, dropping down the holes. 
Clack. Pop. It was hypnotic. The fun was comprehensible 
to Tarko. Yes, he could see how one could become seduced 
by the simplicity. Perhaps childishness was part of the 
allure. But to sink so much time into the pursuit of 
knocking little balls into little holes... 


The group of four went around for a while, looking in 
on games. Chief Oddo enthused about his new guests to all 
his subjects. He extolled the wondrous wit of the funnyman, 
the incredible skills of the silent Baboonoid billiards master. 
Captain Shelley looked on with gentle amusement. She 
loved Oddo dearly. Tarko couldn’t say why, but he felt so 
sure that she was picking up on all sorts of things he 
couldn’t grasp, things about people, the way they 
interacted. What was it in her own mannerisms that made 
him suspect this? It wouldn’t take much on her part. She 


was an experienced leader. He was a solitary drifter. No. 
It was more than that. But what “more” was there? Was it 
not simply that she was silent, observant, that he already 
knew her to be a canny customer? She observed, she 
smiled, she was entertained, but the exact things which 
entertained her weren’t always obvious. She rarely 
responded to ham-fisted jokes. Even when it came to facial 
expressions, Tarko felt that the captain never did anything 
without a reason, never twitched an eyelid but that it was in 
response to something. Yes. There was no doubt in his 
mind. She was a masterful observer. 


The longer they went around, the wearier Tarko 
became of billiards. The terminology-heavy game-babble 
made his eyelids heavy. It was a vortex of irrelevance. At 
last, folks began to matriculate out to the walkways, 
towards the banqueting platform. How many platforms 
were there in this settlement? Through the winding of the 
roots, it was hard to guess. There couldn’t be many, for 
such a small village. Right? As they walked, the villagers 
and many of the passengers kept talking about billiards. 
Tarko heard them in his crowd-observances. He was tired 
of games, indeed he was just plain tired, and he wished that 
he lived in a world which allowed him to be side-by-side 
with his Destiny Lady, where they could walk and talk of 
meaningful things, and he wouldn’t have to be lost and 
alone in a sea of nonsense. He didn’t have Shelleys 
apparent ability to unravel the meaningful from the web of 
peoples triviality. He was a simple man. This, he truly 


believed. Then he heard Chief Oddo still raving to Shelley 
about the great people she brought to his village, and he 
bitterly chided himself. What a charmed life this was. Yes, 
he had earned it, through years of hard work and suffering. 
But how many ever even got the opportunity for such an 
adventure? This world, so miserable at times, was also a 
world of wonders. He couldn’t deny the evidence of his 
senses. There was wonder everywhere. 


At the center of the banqueting platform, a giant fried 
croc carcass lay giving off mountains of steam. An army of 
stools had been placed around it. Large wooden 
implements sat on low tables right beside the meat. With 
these, the villagers scooped heaping portions onto big 
leaves. They frequently assisted the awkward tourists, 
handing out the steaming leaves and advising to let the food 
cool for a minute. As soon as it was at a safe temperature, 
Tarko dug in with relish. It was hearty, rustic, melt-in-your- 
mouth. It tasted almost identical to chicken. Even during 
the feasting, the babble continued all around, tourists and 
tribesfolk talking with their mouths full, saying 
incomprehensible stuff. It was like the sound of a horde of 
underwater speakers, their voices becoming clear as they 
rose briefly above the waves, then retreated, back down 
again, up, down, up, down, forever bobbing. Clouds 
obscured the moon and stars, and the night grew dark. 
Glowworm torches were brought out, powerfully 
illuminating the area. The somnolence brought on by the 
dull billiards-talk and the comforting meal, the crazy 


shadows cast among the great mangrove-roots by the 
glaring glowworms, the foreign accents of the Dragonflyoid 
voices, and the sense of being suspended above dark 
cryptic waters, all made Tarko feeling like he was halfway in 
a dream. Lately, there had been so many shifts and 
changes in everything around him, in his very identity. He 
was Starting to feel that his whole life had been a dream, 
that he’d never really woken up. 


The eating died down, and talk bubbled up even more. 
Chief Oddo strolled around. He swooped over to see how 
the billiards prodigy was enjoying himself. Tarko sat there 
alone, clearly thinking about something. Now he regarded 
the hulking Baboonoid artist with a more serious eye. “You 
know, I’ve rarely seen a game like that. Don’t get me 
wrong, I don’t want to force you to talk eight-ball or nine- 
ball - I can see you’re sick of all that. You’re too smart for 
our dumb pastimes, even if you don’t think of it like that. 
We have tedious lives outside of the hunt. The hunt is really 
what we live for, at least those of us with able bodies. 
Putting food on the table, accomplishing something for 
those we love, keeping the tribe alive. That’s our ‘kick’. 
That’s what keeps us going. It’s a hard world for those 
without able bodies. The infirm can’t hunt, can rarely play 
billiards worth a damn. On your own ship, they have to stay 
cooped up down there while all the fun goes on up here. 
The crew who look after them, that’s noble, but they know 
that next time they’ll be the ones coming up. They do this 


all the time. ‘Course, the really infirm can’t even go ona 
ship. We’re damn lucky, those of us with able bodies.” 


Tarko nodded. “Wise words, good chief.” 


“Yeah. Obvious, but still wise. As a chief, I’m prone to 
preaching. My official title should be ‘Captain of the 
Obvious’!” He chuckled merrily. “But what was my point? 
...Oh yeah. We have tedious, dull lives, outside the hunt. We 
fill up that non-hunt time with this game. To us it’s like a 
‘small hunt’. It’s something we can do, up here on our high 
platforms. We grow to love it. But a life of only hunting is 
no life. Tarko, good friend, I know that my old friend 
Shelley is very fond of you. Iam the proud chief of this 
small tribe. In most tribes I’ve heard tell of, the chief and 
seer are separate, but there seems to be a sizable minority 
in which the roles are combined. I detect that you hunt. 
It’s my opinion, and I may be wrong, that you were able to 
instantly play the game for two main reasons. One is your 
excellent dextral finesse, the property of an artist. More 
important is your familiarity with the hunt. The sadness of 
the hunt hangs heavily upon you. No hunter can be truly 
happy. You’re no predator, I don’t mean that. Yet you hunt. 
And no hunter can be truly clean.” He stroked his 
purpurate moustache, compound eyes gazing sagely at 
Tarko. In those glistening facets, compassion lurked. 


“Your powers are a credit to your tribe. I hunt fora 
certain someone. Someone I’ve seen in visions. When I find 
her, I will be at her mercy. The True Romantic knows what 


it is to be at once hunter and prey.” Tarko explained the 
whole matter of his life to the chief. 


“T have never heard anything quite like it before. Your 
faith makes you strong. But it’s a horrible strength. I know 
you’re not a madman, Tarko. But there’s madness about 
your desperate quest, make no mistake. The conventional 
world, worthless as it is, turns its nose up at such things. 
Don’t think, just because they cower at anything and 
everything outside of their narrow range of vision, that 
there isn’t something truly frightening about your quest, 
your life, your being, your whole existence. Something 
truly frightening about your Destiny. Tarko, I wish you to 
find this Destiny Lady, to finally meet her and make piece. 
As a chief who’s advised many troubled folks, don’t allow 
the desperation of that quest to turn you against the world, 
against life. Don’t let the travails warp you. You can’t easily 
un-warp yourself. At my age, such a thing is impossible. 
You did not ask for this advice. There are few who would 
wake up and Say, ‘Yes, I think the world should warp me 
today’.” He laughed his merry laugh, his face lightening in 
an instant. “But I’m compelled to say it. I don’t want sucha 
brave soul, a mighty soul, to fall into the never-ending 
darkness. Please stay openminded. Friend.” 


Tarko nodded. “Thank you, chief. Don’t apologize for 
your advice. It’s the place of the seer. Secretly, I’ve always 
known there was a whiff of madness in my quest. But I 
didn’t choose it. It chose me. It’s a matter of Destiny.” 


“T believe it. Even so, ‘destiny’ is a word that we Say, 
even in our most thoughtful states, without ever really 
knowing what it means. I doubt any living person has ever 
truly understood it. Maybe it’s one of those things that 
can’t be understood. But there are different types and 
degrees of understanding, and of misunderstanding. Ina 
basic way, I suppose almost anything worthwhile is 
impossible to understand. Destiny seems immovable. Why, 
then, do I feel that it dodges nimbly away whenever I try to 
examine it? What is Destiny, Tarko? What is love? They 
are things which are dangerous. Perhaps they simply 
shouldn’t be thought of. Yet we think of them always. Even 
me, a chief for a little village in the middle of nowhere.” 


Tarkos drooping, purpurate face was unreadable. “To 
such questions, I have always had one firm answer. It’s the 
answer given to me by my quest. We must swim in love, in 
Destiny, and move onwards. Like the fish that swims 
upstream, in defiance of death. It is this attitude which has 
chiseled me, over the long years, into a man of Romance. 
Fear not. The suffering I endure must never warp me. In 
place of such warping, I receive the scars and wrinkles 
which are a badge of honor reserved for senior travelers 
upon the quest. I am not simply hunting for another human 
being, good Chief Oddo. I hunt for Romance.” 


Chief Oddo smiled. “Romance. How long since I last 
heard the word uttered? There are few people of True 
Romance anymore. Perhaps this new age will bring another 
crop. Your domain is yours alone, outside my short 


parochial reach. I won’t pry. Never hesitate to come back 
to our village, if you can even get here again. Talking to 
you, I feel sure that you'll do the right thing, in your quest 
and in life. Your faith is a balm, friend Tarko. An immortal 
balm.” 


Tarko nodded. “Never fear. I have plans laid out for 
all contingencies when I meet my Destiny Lady - whether 
she accepts me, rejects me, or anything in-between.” 


Suppressing a sigh, Chief Oddo thumped Tarko on the 
back. “That’s perfect, friend. Real, real perfect.” 


The feast wound down. The clouds blew onwards, letting 
the moon and stars reemerge, and the glowworm torches 
were shelved. After giving everyone time for digestion, 
Shelley herded all her wards back to the ship, eager to get 
them out of Chief Oddos hair before it got even later. She 
yelled sharply, “Be extremely cautious climbing back 
down!” The deck met Tarkos foot like an old friend. 
Making him feel grounded. It had been a bit over two 
weeks since he’d boarded. There was no doubt. This ship 
felt like home to him. 


They struck out from those strange mangroves with 
the stars glinting off the water. Tarko looked back and 
thought of what life might be like as a tribesperson, living in 
an untarnished natural setting far removed from the 
hubbub of the modern world. He thought of the 
hurriedness of the crowds, the hustling and hassling and 


jostling that was part of selling wares in public places, 
familiar irritants to the small-time artist. He knew that you 
had to be tough to live as a tribesperson, that it was foolish 
to romanticize the hunt. After seeing those folks, though, it 
was hard not to succumb to just a little romanticization. 
They were sturdy folk, honest, hardworking and forthright. 
Their manner was so relaxed, so free from the chronic 
migraines and dyspepsia of urban living. The sheltered 
dandy would confuse these qualities with “laziness”, not 
themselves knowing what work really meant. Such was 
ever the way. Doubtless, some of the tribesfolk were lazy. 
Wherever you went, there were lazy folk. He stared out 
from the poop deck, out across the star-dappled water, and 
he dared to hope that he might be able to go back there 
one day. If he stuck around the Farewell to Kings, there 
was a good chance. How long did he have on his current 
deposit? Two years? A lot could happen in two years. 


The next morning revealed open water all around. It 
was that time at the end of summer when the sun seems to 
ratchet up its heat out of sheer malice. Scorching rays 
blasted the waves. Damnably, damnably searing. Almost all 
the passengers, save for Qice and Tarko, were driven from 
the deck during daylight hours. The pair enjoyed the added 
space, Qice guarded by his salves, Tarko by his leathery skin 
inured against the sun through wandering years. They lay 
about after lunch, chatting, watching the crew go about 
their duties. Pure luxuriant laziness. Qice pulled at his 
bulbous bright green clown wig. “Damn and confound it. 


I’m not so immune to the heat, even with all that salve. 
Look here. The Hellspawned rays are fraying my hairpiece! 
It’s discolored! Damn and confound it.” 


Tarko examined the frayed and discolored tuft in 
question. “Indeed. Sorry to see it, friend. Still, at least it 
happened after you were through with the clowning 
business. Otherwise, it might be a bit of an emergency, | 

guess.” 


“Yes, yes, yes. Agh, Tark old buddy, your pal Qice is too 
ashamed of his baldness. Even when we’re at an age when 
it’s commonplace. Why I’d have any vanity at all, I really 
don’t know. My career is over. This thing is just a toupee 
now. If it gets discolored, it’s worse than having no hair. 
Tomorrow, I have got to try to make myself just put the 
salve atop my bald head, and do without this wig. It’s 
ridiculous. It’s a clowns wig. I’m not a clown anymore. 
There’s no reason for it.” 


“Don’t give yourself a hard time. You’ve had that look 
for decades. How can you just give it up overnight? That 
would be hard for anybody.” 


“Yeah. But I don’t need to worry about my appearance 
anymore, is the thing. And I should just be reveling in that. 
I don’t need to worry about that shit. But I guess it 
becomes habit. Old habits creep up on you, over the years. 
They’re hard to break. I love being retired, but I can’t 
accept losing my hair. Needing to have your cake and eat it 
too. I guess that’s just human nature. Aint it?” 


“I suppose so. My understanding is that our next stop 
is New Cancun. Do you plan on stocking up on salves?” 


“Sure do.” 


“Then perhaps I can accompany you, and we can shop 
for anew toupee. What do you think of that idea? If you 
wanna try different ones on, I’ll offer a second opinion from 
that of the salesperson. And I won’t be biased by the desire 
to wrap up a Sale. It could be fun. You don’t have to forego 
all hairpieces, just because that hairpiece is at the end of its 
lifespan.” 


“It sure is, old buddy. It’s like having a dead thing lying 
on my head. Toupee-shopping sounds like a fine idea. Let’s 
not spin it as shame over my hair loss... it’s a fashion 
decision. I like it.” He took off the bulbous green wig, 
inspecting it, fluffing it. Tarko saw that his head was 
cleanshaven at the top, but there were still a few tiny black 
dots indicating living hair follicles, lonely survivors 
surrounded by desolation. Some men lost the crown hairs 
first. Those were the last holdouts on Qices head. The fine 
cranial shape of the master comedian made him a 
handsome bald man. But Tarko felt he understood why the 
guy might want something up there. The pure scalp look 
was a bit too plain, too stark and even sere, to go with Qices 
colorful and dynamic personality. 


So far, Tarko had seen only limited hair loss on his own 
head and body. But there was wholesale hair greying. He 
felt that he’d look especially bad when his hair started 


falling out. It couldn’t possibly be all that far in the future. 
He had to admit, though only to himself, that Baboonoid 
men generally looked bad when bald. It made the sharp 
brow line pop out too much, like some lonely ridge on a sad 
little mountain. Worst of all, a smooth scalp accentuated 
the wrinkles. Tarko knew all-too-well that he was the 
wrinkliest of the wrinkliest. He had once been sure that he 
wouldn't be overly bothered by any of these aging changes. 
He had never been remotely vain in his life. Seeing the 
canny and perceptive Qice, whose wit had entertained a 
generation, reduced to such worry over a bit of frayed and 
discolored hair-fluff on a replaceable wig, he realized that 
you couldn’t really know how anyone was going to react to 
these things until they happened. All that was certain was 
that nobody was immune. These musings on inevitability 
led him to thinking about Destiny, which led him to thinking 
of his Destiny Lady. Perhaps he could get in a drawing 
before dinner. He would need to get more paper in New 
Cancun. His mind wandered. Qices mind wandered. They 
lounged together in the suns blistering glare, thinking. 


There was a loud “RAAAAA’ from the direction of the 
poop. Was that the voice of Pert? The loafers dragged 
themselves up, and snuck in the direction of the noise. It 
was indeed Pert. He was in a state of tremendous agitation. 
His arms stretched out towards Lahern in a flamboyant 
warding motion. The self-described master sorcerer had 
one hand stretched in a counter-warding gesture towards 
Pert, palm out like a shield, while the other maintained a 


jaunty pointing gesture in the direction of Ross, where he 
was swabbing the deck as usual. The faux-foes trained 
intense stares on each other. “Raaaaa!!” repeated Pert. 
“Foul witch, you shall not have the boy!” In response, 
Lahern stared his opponent down with yet-greater intensity. 
Neither mans feet moved an inch. They were locked in 
position. 


“Hey,” called Qice, “Pert, you do realize he’s not a real 
sorcerer, right?” 


Lahern broke off his arcane posturing. “Hey,” he 
screamed at Qice, “Fuck you! Fuck you!!” Face red, body 
quivering, limbs jerking in vicious gesticulation, he was 
electrified by crass rage. “You don’t even know me! FUCK 
OFF.” 


Tarko stepped back from the scene, eyebrows raised. 
Ross tried mightily to suppress a chuckle. Pert didn’t move 
his feet, but he relented his guard enough to allow himself a 
moment of open bewilderment. Later, he would openly 
wonder why he had taken Laherns claims of arcane mastery 
at face value. At that moment, he didn’t know what to 
think. 


“Hey,” said Qice. “Don’t shoot the messenger.” 


“FUCK YOU. I’ll shoot the messenger, I’ll shoot you in 
your ugly trash bag face with my powerful sorcerous 
energy, idiot. This guy is a fucking clown! He doesn’t know 
shit about sorcery! He’s a FUCKING CLOWN!!!” 


First mate Deekus Morlay had been going about her 
daily duties when she was stopped by the sounds of yelling. 
She stepped over to investigate. “What’s the problem, 
guys? We can’t have fights breaking out on deck.” 


“Mate Deekus,” said Qice, “that wig is stunning. 
Where did you get that?” It was an intricate three-pointed 
jet-black affair. Its convincing curls shone and glinted 
transfixingly in the noonday sun. 


“Let’s talk about that later. What’s with all the 
yelling?” 

“This IDIOT is talking about things he doesn’t know 
SHIT ABOUT,” exploded Lahern. 

Deekus looked levelly at Qice. “What did you say?” 


“That he wasn’t a sorcerer.” 


“T understand. You have a right to say that. But you 
must realize that Lahern is a delicate boy.” 


“VM SIXTY THREE YEARS OLD GOD DAMN IT!” 


Deekus heaved an expressive sigh as she turned 
towards Lahern. “You have gotta calm down.” 


A look crossed the face of Lahern then, a look difficult 
to describe, let alone fathom. There was an artificial 
tiredness, with which he masked that look. But the look 
wasn’t shallow. It was vulnerability, not shallowness, which 
his crass mask hid. 


“I’m sixty-three years old. I’ve been practicing sorcery 
for well-nigh thirty years. Thirty years! I subsist on a plane 
of fantastic magic that you can’t even conceive of. Yet here 
we are, trapped in these fleshy prisons, forced to listen to 
nonsense from the mouths of clowns. Yes. Very well. I’m 
wise enough to understand my shortcomings. My temper, 
and consequent inability to suffer fools, is one of them.” He 
turned sharply towards Qice. “But listen here, clown. I 
know your antics. You’ve lived life absorbing the lesson that 
whatever makes you popular, whatever gets that kneejerk 
ecstatic reaction from the petty rabble, is a good in-and-of- 
itself. Well I don’t look kindly on that hollow life. So don’t 
come bother me with your nonsense.” And without looking 
back, he trudged sulkily belowdecks. 


When he was gone, Pert said, “Wow. I feel like an idiot. 
How did I not immediately see that guy wasn’t a real 
sorcerer?” 


All tension dissolved in a pattering of group laughter. 
“Hey,” said Deekus, “if I’d just lived in a sunken ship for as 
long as you have, my people skills would be a bit rusty. 
Happens to the best of us.” 


“Yeah,” breathed Qice. “Besides, it’s not like that 
Lahern guy is a complete idiot. I mean he suffers from 
obvious delusions. He definitely has some kinda self-image 
issues or something. But he’s not totally wrong about 
spending your adult life trying to please crowds of people. 
I’ve noticed that. You do get to where you unconsciously 


treat anything that gets a laugh as some kind of inherent 
good or truth. And of course, that’s not how things work.” 


“Well,” said Deekus, “I sure as fuck don’t have lifes 
answers. But I will say this. I heartily applaud and approve 
of what you just said. And I’m willing to bet everyone else 
in this little crowd does too. Does that make it wrong? 
Lahern just likes talking outta his ass.” 


Qice nodded. “Right. He’s obviously just trying to get 
my goat. That guy’s sharper than he looks. Or maybe I’m 
catching the crazies from him.” 


Pert shook his head. “I’ve been under the waves for a 
long time. I shouldn’t admit to it, but I had some crazy 
thoughts down there. You’re not getting crazy.” 


Deekus nodded. “Looks like everyone is okay. Qice, 
this is annoying, but try to treat Lahern with kid gloves 
where it’s possible. Don’t anybody take any shit from him, 
of course. Just don’t rile him up unnecessarily, if it can be 
helped. For the peace and relaxation of everyone on 
board!” 


There was general good-natured chattering. “Say,” 
Qice said to Deekus, “I know you’re a busy crewperson, but 
back to the toupee stuff. Know any good wig spots in New 
Cancun? I’m sure ya hear this all the time, but you’ve got 
some sensational wigs. I mean real knockouts.” 


“Thanks, I try. Oh. Oh dear. I see your classic green 
number has fraying and discoloration. Oh no, not the iconic 


Qice wig! This is a sad time, truly.” She wrung her hands. 


“Truly not sad. This wig was never that great, and I’ve 
had it for far, far too long. It’s well past time to spread my 
Wig-Wwings.” 


“Well, just don’t throw it away. Some chump would 
probably pay good money for it. Yeah, I can tell you ‘bout a 
wig emporium that’s pretty cool. Maybe we can even go 
together, if I stay ahead on my work.” 


“Wonderful. Splendid. Wonderful.” Qices eyes 
sparkled, watery with rapture. “I don’t wanna get too 
carried away, but I think this could really be the start ofa 
new era. Anew wig, a new head. New headspace.” 


Deekus nodded. “I love trying out new wigs. It’s a way 
of life. The things we wear have an effect on those around 
us, and that rebounds right back to us. With the right 
toupee, it really can be like having a new head.” 


Tarko considered his head. Would he want a new one? 
It was certainly an important part of his identity. He 
thought of Laherns head. It looked like it had seen better 
days. Qice seemed to have a great head on his shoulders. 
Who knew what memories lay within. He said to Qice, “I 
hope you don’t lose your head.” 


“Aha! Now you’re getting the hang of it. We havea 
dangerous wit on our hands. No, Tark, I don’t plan to. 
There’s a lot in here that I value. It’s not my real head, but 
the showbiz image, that I’m done with. That doesn’t mean 


becoming inconspicuous and bland, though. It was Tarks 
idea to get a new toupee in New Cancun. You’ve got a good 
head on your shoulders.” 


“T was thinking the same about you, friend Qice, and I 
don’t mind saying it. Anybody could mess up, it seems, with 
our friend Lahern. It’s like walking on eggshells.” 


“He’s your friend, maybe, but I’m not totally sure if 
he’ll be quick to acknowledge friendship with me.” Qice 
looked surprisingly downcast at this thought. 


Deekus moved on to her daily tasks. The cruisers 
continued relaxing on deck. Pert regaled them with tales of 
his old sailing days. He’d been quite the chef, specializing 
in eggplant soup. Tarko and Qices mouths watered. Their 
thoughts turned to dinner. Out of nowhere, Tarko began 
feeling that he’d spent too long without drawing. The third 
vision was still so fresh in his mind. He couldn’t feel 
comfortable unless he was drawing for hours every day. 
Pert ran out of tall tales about his masterful nick-of-time 
rigging repairs. The group split up. As Tarko headed back 
to his cabin, he spotted Lahern moping in the reading room. 


“Friend Lahern. I don’t mean to interrupt your 
thoughts, but I want to let you know that Qice is simply 
ignorant in arcane matters. We’ve been setting him 
straight. He’s only a clown, he meant no harm.” 


“’Priend’, they call me. Enough nonsense. I am 
nobodys friend and there’s no use denying it. I come from 
far places, I sail, I observe things, but Tarko, you, an artist, 


a sensitive man of culture like myself, you can at least 
understand the perils and hardships that befall the man of 
Romance at every step.” 


“That I can, friend.” 


“Stop. Forgive my brusqueness, Tarko, I know it’s an 
awful habit, but please stop with the inane niceties. I am no 
friend. As limited as your faculties are regarding higher 
intellectual matters of arcana and the like, you do seem, 
superficially at least, to grasp something of the nature of 
destiny. Yes, I really believe you do. Grasp, then, the 
friendless destiny of a powerful sorcerer.” 


“Lahern, I don’t want to gainsay you at every turn. 
We’ll all naturally come to your own conclusions, on our 
own terms. This is a sacred right. However, if you don’t 
believe it possible to have any friends, I hope and think that 
time and reflection will prove you wrong. This is all I offer 
on the matter.” 


Lahern waved his hand. “Very well. We’re all entitled 
to our little opinions, as you say. Particularly when we’re 
capable of some small degree of reflection- a tragically rare 
thing these days, it would seem. You shouldn’t keep 
yourself from your work any longer, certainly not on 
account of what really is a minor annoyance, the babblings 
of an inconsequential professional buffoon. I am prepared 
going forward. When the clown spurts idiocy, I will retain 
my dignity. I won’t be caught off guard like I was this 
afternoon. You may rest easy on the matter.” 


“That’s good to hear. I will go to my work now. If you 
want to talk about this more later, you know that you have 
an ear.” Tarko couldn’t fully account for the affection he felt 
for this greasy little nutcase. He’d seen many like him on 
the road, hanging around art markets, lodged within the 
dirty crevasses of dirty streets. Perhaps it was the affection 
for the familiar. Lahern was a man well suited to a wild and 
chaotic new age. His madness inoculated him from the fear 
of change. Creating a protective bubble of delusion - was 
this what the mind used insanity for? Then where was the 
bubble to protect the mind from the delusion it created? 


The wannabe-sorcerer waved away the offer. “Nah. 
Let’s talk, certainly. I’m no enemy of idle chatter when it’s 
appropriate, when there aren’t more pressing concerns. 
But there are many more worthwhile things to chat about. 
Like the weather. Anyway, I’ll see you around the mess hall 
at dinner.” 


“Yeah, sure.” There was no point arguing. Tarko 
returned to his cabin and drew. As he drew, he was vexed. 
Useless questions buzzed around and around his head. 
They eventually all came back to one central question. 
What happened if Laherns delusions stopped being 
harmless? This nagging concern pestered and pestered 
until he had no energy left for it. Then it faded tiredly away, 
along with all its satellite questions, without his even 
realizing. And there was only drawing. 


The winds were fair. With the presence of steady breezes, 
the hardier cruisers reappeared on deck during peak 
daylight. Tarko and Qice no longer had the deck to 
themselves. They hardly had time to complain before New 
Cancun was on the horizon. They peered from the now- 
crowded railing at the silhouettes of squat three-story 
adobe and brick buildings. Qice sang the praises of the city. 
“Our troupe went through this town, oh, God knows how 
many times. Great crowds. They have the best fish tacos 
anywhere.” 


Pert joined them in their peering. “Hey Pert,” Qice 
asked, “do you like fish tacos okay?” 


“T enjoy fish tacos.” 


“There’s this stand with these incredible fish tacos.” 
He raved for a while about the vendor. Pert didn’t respond. 
Tarko tuned it out. When Qice finished talking, there was a 
solid silence. The trio continued to gaze at the town. 


Qice said, “So Pert, how’s life treating you aboard the 
Farewell?” 


“T gotta get my own room. Gaarth stinks, and he keeps 
saying I’m looking at his beard when I’m not. He thinks a 
little too highly of himself. We’re getting on each others 
nerves. I think we just both need some space.” 


“That Gaarth. His beard really does look and smell like 
expired seaweed, doesn’t it?” 


“Yeah, he’s got some appealing attributes. But he 
treats me like I’m a horny teenager. I’m a sexual being, 
sure. Plus it’s true that I was having very minimal contact 
for a while. But I’m in a reflective place right now. I don’t 
know if Gaarth quite knows what that means.” He 
chuckled. 


“Yeah, well, I wish the best for you guys. I haven’t had 
‘contact’ for what seems like a century, if you know what I 
mean.” 


Pert sighed. “There’s nothing riding on this. I was too 
fast with Gaarth last time. I screwed things up. It’s no 
wonder he’s touchy. I never expected to see him again. If 
we can just be friends, that’s better than most people get. 
But forget all that. This ship is as grand and well-run as I 
was led to believe. I might be an experienced deckhand, 
but I don’t feel an ounce of shame for having paid to sail 
aboard this beauty. I’ll tell me old mateys when I see ‘em 
next. There’s plenty of reasons to poke fun at Gaarth, but 
buying passage on the Farewell to Kings isn’t one of ‘em. 
Though, like-as-not, folks’ll just laugh at the both of us. But 
that’s small potatoes. We’re here, and we’re having fun, 
and fuck the rest of ‘em.” 


Qice laughed his approval. “Absolutely. Fuck ‘em and 
let ‘em be jealous. That’s how I’ve felt every second aboard 
here, knowing folks my age are out there propping up c-list 
showbiz careers. And some of them are great performers 
still. Some people only come into their element after 


they’ve aged. But not most. I tell ya, I have a great new 
idea for a later-life career path. I’m gonna be the manager 
to Tarko in his billiards domination.” 


Tarko nodded, without taking his eyes from the nearing 
city. “Maybe, friend. Then we’ll make a fantastic fortune 
together. Fuck them and let them be jealous.” This was the 
kind of place he’d been waiting to visit. He’d never been, 
and there would be great crowds. Hordes of people to look 
through. He could almost smell them already. His spine 
tingled. The wind whipped his hair back and forth. This 
was a threshold. It seemed that everyone was getting their 
new heads. Was this “New Head Day”? Nostrils flaring, he 
laughed, causing Qice and Pert to turn and stare. Oh, it 
was a fine day indeed, a fine day. It was that kind of day. 

On days like this, the doors of Destiny were left ajar. 


The gangplank dropped at midday. Shelley kept a 
hawkeyed watch as the bubbling passengers disembarked 
en masse, their least ragged clothes on display for the 
occasion. This reduction in raggedness made them stand 
out in the New Cancun hubbub. Raggedness was the style 
of the locals, who crowded the docks as numerous as 
visitors. Many natives were dressed in literal rags. There 
were two broad categories of New Canker. Many were 
energetic merrymakers, darting around from one thing to 
the next, chattering, cutting deals, throwing dice, brimming 
with joie de vivre. Many were unreadably stoics that floated 
through the streets like tough shadows. What struck Tarko 


was how freely and naturally these two seemingly opposite 
types intermingled with each other. It felt as if only 
outsiders saw the difference. Tourists made up the third 
large group in the throng. New Cancun was a popular 
destination. Folks from all over voraciously consumed the 
worldly ambiance, as if it was a show put on for their 
entertainment. 


Tarko and Qice loitered near the gangplank, watching 
cruisers skip down. They waited for Deekus to finalize her 
business. After only a few minutes, she emerged from 
belowdecks and said a few words to Shelley, who stood 
consulting a clipboard. The captain nodded. Deekus 
nodded back, then jogged down to join the pair. She had 
on an oversized, poofy lime-green wig, a clear tribute to the 
Qice classic. No clown wig, it was more sophisticated in the 
artistry of its contours, but Tarko felt sure that the designer 
was a fan of the Amiable Troupe of Acrobatic Knaves. “That 
toupee looks perfect for you,” said Qice. “It’s making my 
shabby old thing look even worse by comparison. I might as 
well have a green trash bag on my noggin! Are we going to 
the toupee store?” 


Deekus nodded. “Let’s do it. I’ll lead the way.” She 
barged into the crowd. Qice and Tarko followed closely in 
her wake. The first mates sturdiness cut a swath through 
the intimidating mass of bustling bodies like a knife through 
butter. Tarko felt even his prodigious form would have 
trouble making such steady progress. Deekus was a 
scientist of crowd-navigation, knowing exactly where the 


soft openings would appear. This allowed him to focus on 
scanning the throng. But everywhere he looked, he saw a 
sea of human raggedness. It was hard to imagine the 
modest, clean beauty of his Destiny Lady, amid that squalor. 
She would have popped out immediately. It seemed 
doubtful she’d associate freely with this rabble anyway. He 
cautioned himself not to be too presumptuous. There could 
always be extenuating circumstances. Still, when they were 
free of the most claustrophobic lanes, he felt no need to 
rush back. There would be more promising crowds. 


The town narrowed as they went. It became a strip 
three, in places two blocks wide, sandwiched between the 
Gulf and a lagoon, clear and blue despite its proximity to 
the simmering city. “Hey,” said Qice, “we’re not far from a 
cool local landmark I know about. Maybe we can go there 
later.” 


Deekus asked, “You mean the Turquoise Lighthouse?” 


“Yeah, you heard about it? You probably know New 
Canc a lot better than I do. We always had to play shows 
and head onwards. No time for anything.” 


“Everyone knows the Turquoise Lighthouse. It’s the 
hangout spot for sailors and teenagers. Normal tourists are 
the only ones that don’t know it. Which just makes it more 
popular with everyone else. Great view from up there. 
Tark, did you say at one point you wanted to get art 
supplies?” 


Tarko nodded. “I talked to Shelley, she’s having one of 
her gofers pick them up.” 


Qice nodded. “She’s also having them fill me up on my 
emergency salve supply. That woman really keeps things 
together. I wish she coulda joined us.” 


“Yeah,” said Deekus, “I wish everyone could just enjoy 
the town. Remember that whenever you’re having fun, 
someone worked to make that fun possible. It’s the way of 
things. When you lose respect for those who prop you up 
through their hard work, you’ve become bargain bin 
dogshit. That’s my philosophy, anyway.” 


The toupee shop was a hole-in-the-wall. From outside, 
it was difficult to discern the nature of the business. The 
modest sign read “Tony’s Tops” in swirly font. They went 
through a nondescript front door into a small, empty 
hallway. This little lane of dust and loneliness suddenly 
opened out into a well-lit jungle of extravagant wigs. It was 
a strange fairy kingdom of fake hair. Nestled amid the 
mountains of merchandise, a perky young woman tended 
the counter. Her head was topped by a tall, fluffy four-sided 
purple pyramid with curling fluted edges. “Let us know if 
you need help with anything,” she chirped. It was difficult 
to tell, in the maze of pathways through the piles of 
toupees, if there was anyone else in the store or not. The 
newcomers walked and wondered, entranced by the variety. 


Qice found one wig after another, after another, that he 
liked. He soon grasped, with the help of Deekus, that he 


didn’t have a concrete idea of the sort of “new look” he was 
aiming for. He wanted something fresh, something 
different. He didn’t want to be too plain or too flamboyant, 
too modest or too showy, too colorful or too drab. The 
overabundance of hairpieces gave him practically infinite 
time to browse. This gave him practically infinite time to 
stall his decision-making. Neither Deekus nor Tarko 
wanted to hurry him. This was an important fashion choice. 
There might not be another toupee shop like this for the 
rest of the voyage. 


Yawns came at regular intervals from the direction of 
the register. Finally, the young clerk sauntered over to 
where the trio stood puzzling at the intricacies of some 
heavily bejeweled wigs. “Who’s buying today?” 


Deekus pointed at Qice. “Just him. We’re here to help 
him find his new look, and so far we’re totally useless.” 


“Oh. Okay. That’s a wonderful green clown wig, isn’t it 
just a tragedy when great toupees like that succumb to 
fading? This summer sun will really do it.” 


Tarko turned from his browsing and looked at the 
young lady. There was an almost parental good humor in 
his heart. “I should apprise you, young woman, that the wig 
you’re looking at is historic. This man is none other than 
Qice Kalcollins, one of the most famous troupe captains 
from the golden age of clowning. Have you ever heard your 
parents talk about the Amiable Troupe of Acrobatic 
Knaves?” 


Qice waved a hand. “My buddy here just likes to 
butter me up. It’s nothing worth seeking out, a bunch of 
old jokes that stopped being funny over fifteen years ago. 
You might be able to unearth a broadcast-archive holocard 
in the depths your local library. Or a flea market, something 
like that, dusty places where things get put to be forgotten. 
Historical interest. Like a lotta performers, I got typecast 
and pegged with a certain look, and this wig was a big part 
of it. Now I wanna branch out. Can’t stand living under the 
expectations of the past. Our pal Deekus here is a wig pro 
herself. She knew about your store. She’s been a lotta 
help. It’s nobody elses fault - I just can’t make up my 
mind.” 


“Oh. Don’t worry about it!! That can happen to 
everybody. It happened to me, recently. I was making a 
really hard choice, and then I froze up. And I couldn’t make 
the choice, but I finally did make it! ...So what would you 
like?” 


“That’s the question. That is the million, bajillion, 
million-billion-dollar question. Lemme show you the last 
thing I was seriously thinking about.” He led them toa 
manikin head sitting on a high shelf, wearing a tall, conical 
black wig. The front of the wig sloped inwards slightly at 
the top. It gave a slight impression of a fish fin. The weave 
was a luminous inky black. Light reflected off it with a 
subdued blue sheen. The vibe of the hairpiece was smooth, 
cosmopolitan, assertive yet amiable. “This guy,” said Qice, 
“could almost do it for me. There just isn’t enough color. 


It’s a little too straightforward. Get something like this in, 
say, turquoise, and we might be in business.” 


Deekus smiled. “A turquoise toupee for our visit to the 
Turquoise Lighthouse.” 


“Oh,” bubbled the clerk, “you guys are going to the 
Turquoise Lighthouse?!” 


“Yeah,” said Qice. “I know it’s just a lighthouse. I’ma 
sucker for local color. Always felt I was missing out on it 
when I was on the road with the troupe. We never had time 
to linger.” 


“Yeah,” the clerk enthused, “the Turquoise Lighthouse 
is great. Well, I should let you know, we do have a service. 
It takes about an hour and we can permanently dye any wig 
of your choosing. Starting from a wig this black, I’d say 
that even with strong dye it might still have dark 
undertones show through. Which, in my opinion, could look 
gorgeous. After it’s fully dyed we suggest waiting another 
hour to put it on just for safety sake. If ya decide to go that 
route it’s only a small upcharge. I can go check and make 
sure that we have enough turquoise dye.” 


Deekus looked at Qice. “As long as it’s not way 
overpriced I say go for it.” 


Qice nodded. “I say you’re right.” The bill was 
itemized. He looked it over for a half-second, then settled 
up. The clerk took the wig back into the deepest recesses of 
the store. Soon she returned to announce that there was 


plenty of turquoise and the process was underway. She 
assured the group there was no hurry to get back. The 
store would be open until a little after sundown. Many 
customers liked to enter under cover of low light. The 
group stepped back out onto the street in a babble of 
anticipation. How would the wig turn out? None could wait 
to see how it looked atop Qice. Would it be like a movable 
turquoise lighthouse, illuminating the way for one and all? 
None knew, and not knowing was a vital part of the 
excitement. A decision had been made, the dice had been 
thrown. Now was the time of waiting. 


They strolled. A continuous breeze blew. This was the 
most pleasant day in weeks. Qice decided that they 
shouldn’t go to the lighthouse until he’d gotten his 
turquoise wig. Deekus heartily agreed. Tarko asked, 
“Where would a good number of people be gathered at this 
time of day? Preferably folks who know how to dress 
themselves, not just rag-wearers.” Qice and Deekus 
thought. The best nearby spot they could come up with was 
a cluster of little shops not far off. They were walled in by 
crumbling, vine-grown masonry. There used to bea 
cemetery at the location of this mall. Then, something had 
happened to erase every tombstone. There were 
whisperings of persecution, secret sects and forbidden 
rites. It had all happened in the days of Old Cancun, a time 
from which few records survived. Now, where tombs had 
brooded under the burning Cancun sun, shoppers flitted in 
and out of pleasant little structures. Those structures were 


designed in an old-fashioned style, making them 
incongruous with the typical shops of the city. Their content 
wasn’t exceptional. The attraction of the place was its 
unique atmosphere. At the very least, it was somewhere to 
kill an hour. 


They entered through a small door within a giant brass 
front gate whose ornate curlicues were layered with rust. 
Down dirt lanes, the deliberately antiquated stone buildings 
housed mundane stores filled with mundane goods, just as 
Qice and Deekus had described. This was a place built for 
the purpose of extracting creds from the pockets of lovers 
of the quaint. A few of the faceless tombstones still existed, 
tucked in spots away from the busy main lanes. Tarko 
looked through the crowd. But he found his attention being 
drawn back, again and again, to those tombstones, those 
simple, smooth stone blocks sticking out of the earth. Their 
mundanity made them horrible. Someone at some point 
had seen fit to erase their content. The unknown actors 
hadn’t destroyed them. Rather, they had taken the time to 
rub away the carved lettering. It would have been much 
easier to smash the grave-markers to pebbles, but they had 
seen fit to leave these monuments to erasure. 


Tarko knew nothing of the people who’d been buried 
beneath these tombstones - nor, it seemed, did anyone else, 
despite all the speculation. They could have been the most 
despicable monsters the world had ever seen. Yet on that 
day, after all those centuries, even if those names had 
survived, they would have been meaningless words. All 


memory of who those sepulchral inhabitants truly were 
would have been just as gone, past all recall. What struck 
Tarko as more ghastly than anything, was that anyone 
should feel the need to make this double erasure. What 
struck him was that they hadn’t been able to leave the work 
of eradication to Time, the most unfailing eradicator. It 
seemed like a strange, morbid, ignorant sort of malice, and 
though any crimes that the erased might have committed 
were long erased with them, the strange malice of the 
erasers lived on. Thus those unwholesomely mundane 
tombstones contained, in some sense, more information 
than if they had retained their old stone lettering. But it 
was a type of information that Tarko found unwelcome, a 
type that he could do without. It raised questions that 
could have no healthy answers. 


He brooded over this deeply. Finally he had to shake 
himself out of it, to continue paying attention to the busy 
lanes of shoppers. As Qice and Deekus had predicted, most 
were reasonably well-dressed - at least compared to the 
throng at the docks. Many affected the sort of understated 
elegance shown by his Destiny Lady. None pulled it off. 
Even so, it wasn’t a bad place to look. He got an eyeful for a 
while, until he became satisfied that this wasn’t likely to be 
the location of his destined meeting. He was beginning to 
worry his friends were getting bored, when Deekus pointed 
to a fortune tellers hut. “I wonder if they can solve our 
problems in life,” she grinningly mused. 


Tarko said, “Only one way to find out.” They stooped 
through the low door and into theatrically moody dimness. 
At the center of the front room, an ancient woman sat 
behind a small circular table with her generic crystal ball. 
It all felt familiar, a scene cut from a time-honored cloth. 
“One ata time,” she said. 


“The problem,” said Tarko with sudden authority, 
“which concerns us, concerns all of us. If you do indeed 
have a finger on the pulse of Destiny, you will know that.” 


“And if you knew anything, dearie, you would know that 
fortune telling only works when there’s privacy. At least, 
the traditional kind, the way I proudly do it here. We do 
things the old ways. One at a time please.” 


“And I appreciate the value you put in tradition. But 
this is not a traditional instance. This is an exceptional 
time, a time requiring flexibility. Tradition dies as soon as it 
becomes inflexible. I will make things work. Believe this.” 


“T believe you when you do this one ata time.” Thinly- 
concealed venom was creeping into the womans tone. 


“Ma’am,” interjected Qice, “how much for a session?” 
“Three creds.” 
Deekus said, “That’s a lot for a fortune.” 


Qice nodded to her, then continued. “Supposing I paid 
twelve creds for the three of us.” 


“Tt’s nine. Three three three, nine creds.” 


“Oh, I confess I’m bad at math, but I’m not that bad! I 
mean that I give you twelve, on the condition that you do 
my friend here while we’re still in the room.” Tarko started 
shaking his head, but Qice held a hand up. “Tark, I wanna 
get this one.” 


The eyes of the fortune teller narrowed. “Why is it you 
wish to do this?” 


“T trust my pal. If he thinks there’s a reason for us to 
all be here, there’s a reason. If he says it’ll work, it’ll work. 
Trust me.” 


“Sobeit. We will all trust, and you will hand me the 
twelve creds due, but please realize that there’s no 
warranty on this particular fortune.” Qice handed over the 
creds. Tarko had time to reflect that, by the nature of the 
thing, there was no warranty on any “particular” fortune. 
The woman cleared her throat. “Sit down please,” she said 
to Tarko, beckoning to the small straight-backed chair 
across the table from her. 


She asked for his palm. He ignored the request. He 
told her all about Lahern, every detail that he knew. He 
turned to his friends. “Does anyone have anything to add?” 
No one did. “This,” he said, “is the future we want to know 
about.” 


“He is not even here. How can I read his fortune?” 


“Read my palm now. His fortune and mine are linked. 
As are all of our fortunes.” 


The woman studied the palm. “Very good,” she said. 
“T didn’t believe that you knew what you were doing, but 
you were right. I see it clearly. Your destinies are linked. 
On the content of those destinies, I say nothing. To get help 
for your crazy guy, go to the popular hot spot ‘Club Extrano’ 
tonight. There you will find a guy at a corner table. You will 
know him because he has a little white dog on the table. 
This fellow is a smooth operator. He will help to ‘take care’ 
of your little problem.” 


Deekus enthused, “Club Extrano? Have you been 
there, Qice?” 


Tarko said, “Let’s get out of this good womans hair. 
Thank you for your assistance, madam. Here’s a small tip, 
and I’ll be sure to recommend you whenever the question of 
scrying comes up.” He plopped three more creds atop the 
already generous payment, for which the fortune teller 
beamed. They exited the gloom of the hovel, and looked 
around thoughtfully at the weird stone marketplace, 
overgrown with weeds and gnarled, twisting cypresses, 
through which dapper homemakers strolled with bags of 
freshly bought merchandise. It was as if the world had just 
been reset. Qice hadn’t ever had time, he said, on his tours, 
to visit Club Extrano. He had rarely had time or energy to 
visit any nightclubs at any towns, unless they were the 
troupes venue - and by the time the troupe was making it to 
New Cancun, they were filling up amphitheaters. He had 
heard great things, though. “I can’t wait to go there and 
see the club. Not as a prospective performer or a hot celeb, 


just as a casual customer. I’m ashamed to say that, since 
my retirement, I’ve pretty much just gone to bars, then 
gone to sleep. No cool clubs that I recall. ...Nope, not in 
the whole bunch o’ ‘em.” 


“Well,” said Deekus, “I’ve only been to Extrano a few 
times. I’m usually pretty busy with ship stuff, and just drop 
in a bar, too. Even tonight, I don’t wanna be out too late. 
It’s so annoying to end up being sleepy for my duties. But 
we gotta go see it. It’s just a club, but it’s, like, maybe the 
hippest place in this whole region of the planet. Perfect for 
the debut of the new Qice Kalcollins toupee.” 


“Heh, nobody anywhere hip will give a shit about my 
hairpiece. I’ll bet money on it. But I’m with you on not 
staying out, in my case, just because I’m too God damn old.” 


Tarko nodded. “Wonderful. That likely means we’ll all 
be ready to head back at a similar time. Do you suppose 
the wig is ready?” 


They did. They headed back to the store. The wig was 
indeed ready. The clerk reminded them, with ceremonial 
formality, not to don it for another hour, or risk semi- 
permanent dyeing of the wearers cranium. Qice opened 
the box. They peered in and admired the deep, rich 
turquoise color. Even though it was brand-spanking-new, 
seeing it for the first time felt like discovering some 
wonderful magic artefact. Deekus said, “I think this will 
truly be a perfect hairpiece for you. It’s the hairpiece of 
destiny.” 


Qice slung his shopping bag over his shoulder, as if it 
were his knapsack from the aimless wandering phase he’d 
finished so recently. They happily thanked the clerk and 
headed out. After a few blocks, the lighthouse loomed 
before them. It stood amid an expanse of small rocks, 
unpleasant to the foot, on a curving corner towards the 
ocean, a ways apart from the densely clustered buildings, 
unusually isolated. Everything about it felt old except for its 
defining characteristic. The brilliant turquoise coloration 
popped out undimmed by the years. It was radiant and 
lonely all at once. Like memory itself. Tarko saw why such 
a place might become a favored spot of the sentimental. He 
himself, aman of Romance, shared in the attraction. It 
might also be a favored spot of mischief makers and ne’er- 
do-wells. Those types often shared more characteristics 
with the romantics than he cared to dwell on. Then again, 
how many so-called “romantics” truly understood anything 
of Romance? These thoughts distracted him as they 
entered the structure. These days, he was having a harder 
time snapping himself out of his reveries, a harder time 
focus on what was around him, being in-the-moment. 


It was dim within. A lighthouse in such a crowded port 
must surely be in use. But the door was unbarred, and 
there were cobwebs in every corner. The climbing of the 
wide-stepped spiral staircase was plodding, meticulous 
work in the low light, like a somber rite. They found the 
door to the keepers command room already open. In the 
chair overlooking the waves, Ross sat, contemplating. 


Deekus said, “Ross! Fancy meeting you here. Did you 
get all your swabbing done?” 


“There’s always more swabbing. You swab until people 
feel like you’ve done enough work, and then you start again 
when people start to wonder if you’re doing enough.” 


“You’re too clever by half.” 


“I’m sure you’ve made the observation. It’s simple. 
Everyone wants to make sure everyone else is doing 
‘enough work’. But what amount of work is ‘enough’? It 
devolves into, ‘How much can I get out of people?’ 
Sometimes I feel that’s what’s being asked by everyone all 
the time. Just a world of people trying to get more outta 
one another, always treating each other like chumps. It’s 
not healthy, I tell you. Maybe I’m getting carried away. 
Anyway, the Cap told me to head out whenever I wanted. 
That must mean I’ve done at least a fair job. She wouldn’t 
let even the sheen of the decks pass her notice.” 


“True. Watcha thinkin’ ‘bout?” 
“Oh, just reminiscing. I grew up around here.” 


The group fell to telling stories of the old days. Ross 
told of his youth living in New Cancun. It was a time that 
ended only three summers ago, when he became a sailor. 
When Deekus mentioned their plan to visit Club Extrano, 
he was all in. Whenever he’d popped in there with his 
friends, they hadn’t felt mature enough to fully grasp the 
appeal, to “get it”. They had been more comfortable 


loitering around the docks, throwing dice and sneaking 
around with covert weed and beer, hanging out at the 
amusement grounds, taking their dates for make-out 
sessions at the Turquoise Lighthouse. Tarko saw the golden 
magic in those lighthouse recollections, and he 
congratulated Ross on his romanticism. But it was the 
mention of the amusement grounds that made his ears perk 
up. Though the place sounded dingy, like most of its type, 
there might be a really worthwhile crowd there. He filed 
this thought. There was no need to bring it up too suddenly 
and risk seeming pushy. Going to the fun-grounds while 
they waited for the club to open... that was two good 
crowds in a row. Perfect. 


Qice told of his shows in New Cancun and nearby, of 
the responsive audiences, the fun-loving people of the 
region. The New Cankers had a real zest for 
entertainment. Tarko unintentionally turned the 
conversation to the nature of crowds. He told of the crowds 
he’d seen, the masses of reserved faces dotting the 
landscapes of the large cities, the cheerful small-town 
festivals. He didn’t like to tell stories of himself. He was 
focused on the crowds, the faces in the crowds, each one of 
whom could be replaced by his Destiny Lady, if one squinted 
just right. He spoke of the meanness of crowds, and how 
quick they were to scorn what they didn’t understand- 
emboldened by their numbers. He didn’t elaborate much 
on this, didn’t strain to prove his point. To him it was 
something that should’ve been self-evident. He stopped 


abruptly. “Oh Lord. Look at me rambling on and on. Qice, 
don’t let me interrupt the telling of your vastly more 
interesting experiences.” 


Qice shook his head, waving a hand. “I don’t have 
vastly more interesting experiences. What I did have was a 
crack publicity team that could make people think I had this 
sexy and interesting lifestyle, when all I was doing was 
going around everywhere and working. Tark, I was 
listening to you real carefully, when you were talking. You 
have something to actually say. You’re not like some loud- 
mouth clown, like so many people I’ve known. You give 
things thought. I already conveyed the gist of my 
recollections. Our team always ran one of the best shows, 
anywhere we went. It’s a brutish industry, showbiz. The 
folks I worked with, the unit we made together, part of our 
SUCCESS was... we weren’t like most teams in entertainment. 
We weren’t just cynical. We didn’t get caught up in that 
negative group thinking, that we could just slander and go 
after anybody, getting laughs at everyone elses expense. 
We put thought into our routines, real thought. The folks 
around here really responded to that. Everyone in the 
Amiable Troupe was a class act. I don’t know how I got 
people like that. It’s just plain luck.” 


Deekus mused on this. “Yeah, some groups give each 
other a license for bad behavior. Mutual enablers. I’ve 
seen it often all over, it’s not just in entertainment. Both me 
and Shelley have been on those kinds of ships. Captain 
Shelley, she’s a special person. I’ve known her since we 


were girls. Back then she was shy, quiet. Not a kid witha 
lot of what you’d call charisma. But when things got hectic, 
when other kids got out of control, she was always 
somehow able to calm them down. She could sway the 
mood of groups with such miraculous ease, it frightened the 
grown-ups. It’s like she was born knowing what makes 
folks tick. ‘Specially what makes groups of folks tick. 
Organized or disorganized, there’s a tendency towards 
mutual enabling, I think. That can create a dangerous 
feedback loop of consequence-denial and blame-passing. 
Would you agree?” 


Qice nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m talkin’ ‘bout. 
That’s the entertainment industry.” 


“T know you saw it. Shelley saw this kind of thing 
clearly, even as a little girl. Did you know her last name is 
Jert? It’s an old name. She hasn’t tried to change it, that I 
know of. But something happened with her parents, 
something to make her angry enough to want to 
disassociate herself from them, from her family. She was an 
only child, doing everything for herself, by herself, strong- 
willed. We grew up along the Mystic Desert coast, not far 
from the southern Statelands. Probably not far from where 
you were, Qice. As she grew older, she became wild. You 
shoulda seen her at the tavern, leading sing-alongs. But 
that wasn’t central to her personality, not even then. She 
never really trusted crowds. Most ships captains, when you 
go back to their childhood, they’re the type who egged on 
the mockery of unpopular kids, if they weren’t the 


instigators of it. Trying to seem cool by making others look 
uncool. I’ve known a thousand of ‘em. Shelley was the one 
who was convincing everyone else to stop teasing the 
unpopular kid. I don’t believe our adult personalities are 
forever bound to what we were like as children. In 
Shelleys case, though, there’s something constant there, 
something that’s been there from the start. Hard-nosed, 
cool-headed. But it’s a poetic nature, I believe, that makes 
her like this.” 


Ross rubbed his chin. “Groups seem pretty crazy 
sometimes. But then, we’re all a group of our own. The 
group of thinkers, I guess you’d say, on the Farewell to 
Kings. Not that other folks on the ship don’t know how to 
think. It’s just that we’re the really reflective types. We like 
to ponder stuff. That makes us able to talk to each other 
easily. So then, if groups have this tendency, does that 
mean that we’re destined to enable each others brutish 
tendencies?” 


Deekus nodded along with his words. “Perhaps. But 
we can go against that current, to mitigate its pull. Since 
we see the threat, it hopefully won’t take us off guard as 
easily. Notice how you came dangerously close to 
suggesting we were the only ones aboard the ship with any 
brains. But you knew not to, because you have the 
knowledge to spot such problems. Even though you still 
sorta said the same thing.” 


Qice said, “That’s the catch twenty-two. On a 
subconscious level, you start kinda thinking, ‘Man, sure am 
glad I’m not one of those idiots who think people are stupid. 
Those guys are everywhere!’” 


“Yeah,” said Ross, “but that’s just subconscious.” 


“Subconscious is still important,” said Deekus. Qice 
nodded. 


“But you supposedly can’t even do anything about it.” 
Ross frowned. 


Qice nodded. “True.” 
Everyone gazed at the ocean for a good while. 


There was the rising patter of feet. Voices giggled. 
The group of adults pulled themselves away from the view 
to cede the space to the approaching local hooligans. The 
outlandish rat-like youths gave a sneering nod to them as 
they departed. Skipping down the steps with renewed 
energy, they emerged from the turquoise place of nostalgic 
reverie, into the active streets of the present. It was 
decided that it was as good a time as any to grab a bite to 
eat. Qice spoke of an excellent taco stand, with fish tacos 
that he could never forget. If he remembered right, it had 
been open at all hours, every day of the week, and hadn’t 
been located too far from the lighthouse. They strode 
onward to investigate whether it still existed. As they went, 
they chatted in much the same veins as they had in the 
lighthouse, and Tarko felt that there really was an 


enthusiasm for thinking, for tackling relatively “tough” 
thoughts, or at least tough feelings. It was like a group of 
amateur wrestlers, who had the strength of ordinary adults, 
yet loved the game so much, their enthusiasm gave them 
muscles beyond that of their body. He concluded that they 
all had thoughts beyond those of their minds. 


To Qices elation, the taco stand was still in commission. 
Things looked much as he remembered them. “Hey Jorge!” 
he yelled at the owner. “I was hoping you was still here 
after all these years.” 

“Yep,” a drab, saggy merchant said in bored tones. 
“Still here, Qice. So what’ll ya have?” 

Everybody got the fish tacos. They scarfed them while 
loitering a short way from the cart. In no time, the last taco 
was polished off, and they immediately began talking about 
how delicious they were. Deekus opined that it was crazy 
there weren’t more patrons, even at this relatively early 
suppertime. Hardly had she said this, when Gaarth and 
Pert popped out of a side street. “Hey!” the groups called 
to each other. The pair was wandering around, with no 
plans, when Pert had remembered Qice telling him about a 
good fish taco place around here. Gaarth wanted to check 
out the amusement grounds, a bit farther down. Everyone 
else liked this idea. Tarko didn’t even have to say anything. 
“Those carnivalesque attractions,” said Gaarth, “may not be 
sophisticated. But ay, the memories they bring me. From 
back in the days when it was just me and the laddies, a 
bunch of young bucks, going around making mischief.” 


Deekus said, “All laddies, no ladies? Did you guys ever 
have a female group member?” 


“Nay. Nay, it were mostly a gay sex thing. Don’t get 
me wrong, I had many great female friends, then and now. 
They didn’t want to be a part of everything we did. We 
would hit the billiard halls.” 


Qice grinned. “No kidding? Tark here is a secret wiz 
at billiards.” 


“T heard about that secret. Ol’ Oddo himself was 
singing his praises, remember. I don’t think you would 
choose to be a part of these games, Tarko me pal. We were 
getting our nuts out, plopping them on those billiard tables. 
Damn ploppable tables, they are. Perfect height. Nice, 
polished wood, lovely fabric interior. Irresistible, never-you- 
mind the consequences. And never we did mind, until the 
proprietors found out and chased us outta there with nasty 
spiked clubs, every time. The official billiards board 
members of New Cancun came close to putting a hit out on 
us. Thank the fates it never came to that.” 


Pert said, “You really could have just not shared that.” 
“Oh come now, you aint so bashful.” 
“Why are you so tacky?” 


“What prudery. Besides, that all happened long ago. 
I’d never sneak into a place and plop my nuts out-and-down 
onto their most ploppable tables, not now, not even if each 


and every one of my friends was doing it. No matter how 
ploppable the tables were.” 


“Yeah right you wouldn’t.” 


Tarko said, “Though I know it’s an old story having to 
do with the recklessness of youth, I still find the whole 
picture despicable. What work must go into deodorize a 
gaming table that’s been plopped-upon by multiple 
scrotums, in what are likely enclosed and humid-air 
conditions to begin with?” 


Gaarth nodded bashfully. “Oh, I don’t know. I can’t 
even really imagine. Enclosed and humid doesn’t begin to 
describe those old clubs - ‘twere as if they’d been designed 
with odor-sealing in mind. We was bad laddies, and no 
mistake. But those tables. They sure are ploppable. Even 
now, thinking of it gives me a thrill...” 


“You’re gross,” Pert opined. 


Qice frowned. “Yeah, people gotta get their kicks how 
they can, but I’ll take a billiard table for billiards any day of 
the week, thank you, no other use needed. I can’t get too 
mad at the billiards committee for getting mad. Though of 
course they should never even be considering taking out a 
hit on anybody over some minor two-bit punk antics. That’s 
just silly.” 


Gaarth scratched his beard. “Yeah, well, it coulda 
been just a rumor.” 


Qice nodded. “Yeah, you never know with people. Say, 
Pert, you really do enjoy those fish tacos.” 


The pair had grabbed the fish tacos, and Pert was, 
indeed, enjoying them. “Yes. Fish might be my favorite 
food. They’re so cute though, it sometimes feels bad to eat 
them. I just have to remind myself about their five-second 
memories.” 


“Yeah, Isuppose. Do you ever look at a fish and think 
its face looks like yours?” 


“Okay, this line of conversation is making me a little 
uncomfortable.” 


“Oh Christ. Sorry. I’m the worst with this kinda thing.” 
Qice mopped his brow with his fingers. “I’m the worst.” 


“Hey,” Deekus cut in, “why don’t we head towards the 
amusement grounds? Afterwards, Tarko, Qice, Ross and I 
were planning on hitting Club Extrano.” 


Pert perked up. “Yeah? Club Extrano sounds great. I 
haven't visited there in ages.” 


Gaarth said, “You used to go to Club Extrano? Me and 
the laddies were always too low-class. What made you guys 
think to visit the place? Read about it in a guidebook? It an 
old favorite of yours, Qice?” 


“Never been there. Know that cluster of shops where 
there used to be acemetery? A fortune teller over there 
told us we should go.” 


“Oh. Say, what’s in the box?” 


The party bubbled with excitement. It had been over 
an hour - the dye was sure to be dry - it was time to try on 
the new wig. Deekus firmly reminded Qice not to throw the 
old one out. He reassured her he had no intention of 
chucking it. “Who knows when a ‘historical artifact’ might 
be useful?” he winked. He boxed the old wig and donned 
the new one. After a thoughtful moment, he adjusted its 
position on his head. It seemed like the most turquoise 
thing in the universe, more turquoise even than the 
Turquoise Lighthouse. Everyone stepped back and 
admired it. “That,” said Deekus, “is a simply incredible 
wig.” 

“Pert,” Qice said, “I hope I didn’t make you feel bad 
just now.” 


Pert shook his head. “It’s less than nothing. You didn’t 
persist, so forget about it. Just revel in the victory of your 
new toupee.” 


“Well. Well, that’s just grand. That’s just spiffy. Keen. 
A new wig, shucks.” He swung his arms in excitement. “I 
can’t wait to hit the amusement-rides with my new look!” 


He looked new indeed. The puffy old bright-green wig 
had a slightly shabby quality that had made it, for decades, 
feel right at home on his head. It was at once conspicuous 
and background. It felt almost too appropriate for the man 
it rested upon. The slight sun-fading here and there, the 
frayed ends, accentuated the rich, heavy experience etched 


deep into Qices smart clown features. Yet through the 
intense feeling of familiarity, they strangely dulled them, 
like a masterful old performance whose details you know 
too well. It was like pointing out that, after all, so much age 
and travel would bring experience to all but the most 
oblivious. The new hairpiece that stood sentry above those 
canny clown features was slick, cool, urbane. It could have 
gone equally well with all sorts of faces, any number of 
different types of wearers. But not all. On Qice, its smooth 
adaptability accentuated the physiognomy in a new way. It 
made the lines seem bolder - harder, in a sense - made 
them pop out more and fall in deeper at the same time. It 
was a dynamic wig. It made that about Qice which was 
dynamic seem even more so. It made that about him that 
wasn’t dynamic, fade into the background, without totally 
disappearing. Seeing Qice with the new hairpiece, it felt 
that he could burst into dynamic action at the drop of a pin. 
Tarko wondered what the effect would be, if Qice ever sank 
into a state of torpor. Would the wig accentuate the torpor, 
making it more ‘intense’? It was hard to Say. 


Tarko looked at that toupee, and he felt the 
superficiality of appearances as he could never remember 
feeling it. He looked and he was happy for the joy, the 
vibrancy that it brought to this man, Qice, who had so 
endeared himself to Tarko, maybe the only true fellow man- 
of-Romance that he had ever known. He was happy, but he 
was Sad that this man Qice would ever have to feel so 
worried about his baldness, his balding agedness, a thing 


that he couldn’t possibly control, that no one in their right 
minds would ever blame him for. He thought of Gaarth and 
his laddies, in their youths, stinking up the bars and 
billiards halls of this town with their sweaty boy testicles. 
How long had it been before word had spread around, and 
they were welcomed nowhere? He didn’t want to ask, he 
was happy for the talk to move on from that. But it made 
him realize how troublesome youth could really be. Youth 
was beautiful. Was it? What if people were uglier in youth, 
rather than more beautiful? Would we idealize youth in the 
same way? 


He thought of the lovely image of his Lady of Destiny. 
He looked forward to getting back to drawing her even now. 
Earlier in the day, he had drawn her for hours. She was 
superficially beautiful. He knew her in no other way. He 
couldn’t even touch, couldn’t even approach the idea that 
he might not know her at all. He knew her, he thought, and 
he knew her through her beautiful appearance. He would 
know her when, and if, he saw her. What if age had made 
her hideous? What if it had made her a better person? 
There were so many possibilities. They were all 
speculation. He only knew her in one way, wearing one 
thing, with her hair done in one style. What if she wore a 
toupee now, and it was utterly atrocious? Would she be 
open to wig shopping? Would she be horrified, 
embarrassed, angered, at the suggestion that there was 
anything wrong with her wig? What would Tarko do, in any 
of these cases? What could he do? In a flash, a vivid 


picture came into his mind, of a wrinkly possible future 
Lady of Destiny wearing Qices old wig. It struck him as so 
unbelievably bizarre that he was briefly disoriented, and 
almost lost his balance where he stood. 


“Well,” Deekus was saying, “I think you are gonna 
make quite a splash on the Farewell. Let’s strut this puppy 
around the fun-grounds!” 


Tarko came back to himself. “Qice, good friend, 
compatriot, and fellow man-of-Romance. Congratulations 
on this, the first evening of the rest of your life.” 


“Gee, thanks Tark. It really is, isn’t it?” 


They headed towards the amusement grounds. The 
sight of it rose from the edge of the city like a shabby wave. 
The sun was just setting as they bought their tickets and 
waltzed through the rusty gates. The evening sky was 
briefly ablaze with color. The grounds felt haunted against 
this backdrop, even with so many people all around. Tarko 
found the crowd pleasing. It wasn’t too crowded, nor was it 
too sparse. Behind the fun of that crowd, he felt the 
melancholia of prosaic entertainments. It was the type of 
melancholia that could be welcome to the spirit, with its 
associations of memories and those who were treasured in 
memory. But in the end, it was still a kind of sadness. Why? 
What was the source of this sadness? What made it 
saddening? Why, why was there such sadness in the 
amusement grounds, until the whole place seemed made of 
this subtle sadness, made forthis sadness? He couldn’t 


guess. But what the crowd unknowingly conveyed to him, 
he couldn’t doubt. It wasn’t a sadness which caused 
outright pain to the spirit. In some sense, it perhaps even 
fed the spirit, in its way. But it nagged. It was that 
persistent nagging, that unstoppable nagging. 


They made their way through the dingy crowd. 
Deekus stopped and pointed. “Oh, what a hoot! I always 
love the house of mirrors.” There was indeed a house of 
mirrors. Folks filed up to step into those warped halls, and 
see unseemly reflections of themselves. Laughter rang 
from the place. Deekus began laughing almost as soon as 
she saw her distorted reflection. Qice, Ross, Pert and 
Gaarth all seemed similarly amused, chuckling at the 
distortions of one anothers bodies in the glass. Tarko 
stepped away from the group and through the halls. He saw 
the mirrors, heard the people make merry, and attempted 
to piece together what it was that made this attraction so 
beloved. He got nowhere. It was alien to him, beyond his 
experience, a pleasure that was destined for other people, 
that left him outside, in the cold. He just didn’t get it. 


Around a corner, he found Pert and Gaarth having 
nearly as much fun as Deekus. Then all three joined up to 
laugh together about the outlandish reflections. Ross and 
Qice were close behind, offering encouragement. They 
were all in on it. He went around more corners, winding 
impulsively through the well-lit maze. Then he was 
completely alone. There were many different shapes and 
sizes of rooms here, more than just a series of halls. Too 


many damn mirrors, too much space. Judging by the 
layout, this place was likely once an entire fun house. But all 
the other sorts of fun had been erased. The reason for such 
a remodel was as mysterious to Tarko as the history of the 
graveyard-cum-shopping-center. Now, there was nothing 
he could call “fun”. There were only mirrors. 


He wandered. The sudden silence was strange. He’d 
stumbled upon an acoustic blind angle. It was like 
discovering a pocket dimension within the funhouse. The 
feeling of peaceful aloneness was welcome. It was broken 
by a soft shuffling from around the next corner. He turned 
it, and came upon Qice, who didn’t seem to hear Tarko 
approach. He took his old wig out of the box. Then the 
retired clown placed the wig on his head, and looked at 
himself in a mirror. The light and the distortion combined to 
make it look much like the new wig. Qice swapped the wigs 
out, returned the new one to his cranium. He stepped to 
another mirror, with different light, different distortion. In 
this reflection, his new wig looked much like his old. Out of 
the blue, Qice turned directly around and looked Tarko in 
the face, without surprise, without chastisement for the 
observation Tarko had thought was covert. It was the most 
matter-of-fact expression. 


“Well, old buddy, it seems that no matter how we dress 
ourselves up, we’re not much different than how we’ve 
always been.” He laughed, and he smiled. That smile 
contained the perfect quintessence of the melancholia 
Tarko had identified among the crowd, the sadness inherent 


in them, the defining factor of this place. On the face of the 
clown, it seemed almost commonplace. Now Tarko felt that 
Qice was giving him a beautiful gift, a gift of 
contextualization, perspective, understanding. Only it 
wasn’t the type of “understanding” that let you easily peg 
everything down. It was a felt understanding. He nodded. 


“Indeed. We can change, though. I feel that we can 
change, in some sense more than just superficial.” 


Qice smiled, smiled, smiled. “Gee. I sure hope so.” 
“Surely, friend Qice, you have no cause for remorse?” 


Qice shook his head. “Regret? Certainly. But yeah, it’s 
not like I killed a guy or anything. I guess it’s hard to live 
life right, the first time around. I wish I’d valued people 
more.” He turned back to his distorted reflection. “Would I 
be able to do better, if I had to do it all again, under the 
same circumstance and everything? I wanna believe.” 


“T’ve never really thought about the ‘value’ of people. 
My own feeling of value was always wrapped up in my 
quest.” 
Qice nodded, turned back to the mirror. “Everything 
you ask, you ask it only of yourself. That’s freedom, friend. 
Do you know that?” 


“To an extent, yes, Iam ‘freer’ than most. In the end, 
though, I’m only a slave to Romance.” 


“You're no slave, Tark. Trust me.” 


“It isn’t a matter of trust. I trust you. I ama slave, 
however, to Romance. These two things are both correct. 
It isn’t lies that I accuse you of, it’s simple 
misapprehension.” 


Qice nodded. “Fine, fine. Sorry to keep blabbing on. 
Who am I to tell you what you are and aren’t? I just get 
going sometimes. I should be asking, not telling.” He 
turned back to the mirror. Looked at his distorted 
reflection, again, that reflection that made it look like he 
was wearing his old wig. Looking at it. It didn’t change, of 
course. He just kept looking at it. Looking. Without a sign 
of stopping. 


Tarko turned. He looked at his reflection in the 
nearest mirror. His head was giant, bulbous. It sat atop his 
body that was thin as a stick bug, sat atop it like the cap ofa 
mushroom. From some obscure corner of his mind, old 
orphanage-yard taunts came back to him, both that he had 
incurred from mobs of kids hiding from his strength with 
their numbers, and which had been hurled at the other 
silent kids, physically weaker than himself. Meaningless 
taunts, the type of taunts that he, not faultless himself, had 
surely casually flung at others who had bothered him in 
some way. Only he had forgotten all those instances, of 
course, because they held no weight to him. Was it any 
different for the kids he now remembered? Surely not. 
They had moved on, and Tarko happened to know that most 
of them had led worthless lives. He had seen them, when 
he passed through his old towns on business, his potato 


sack in tow. They sat on street corners, begging, playing 
dominoes, the men often whistling and making comments at 
passing women. Often, just sitting there. Worthless 
garbage, all. Who knew what could have happened, how it 
could have been different? Why were there so many human 
lives that ended up this way, little better than animals, 
pests, lives that could have done more? They were without 
purpose. Tarko looked at his bulbous head, and he thought 
of all the purposeless human trash out there, and he 
punched. He punched the mirror so that it shattered, 
giving his leathery fist minor scrapes. He was never 
needlessly violent. Why was he being so now? Why in this 
place? A place of fun, with friends? With friends, for Gods 
sake, with honest-to-God friends? He punched another 
mirror, with the same results. 


Qice rushed over. “TJark! Come on, let’s get outta 
here.” There were voices, concerned babbling of soon-to- 
be angered carnies. Tarko wanted to speak then, to 
apologize, to say what a jackass he was being, that he didn’t 
know what had gotten into him. He couldn’t, not just yet. 
His mind was swirling chaos. “Worthless”, the word rang 
through the muddle. It was joined by “purposeless”. He 
would not be purposeless, would not allow it. He shook 
himself. The two men jogged through the remainder of the 
labyrinth. The toughness of Tarkos fist was such that 
almost no mark showed on it. At the exit, a pair of frowning 
carnies stood guard. Qice went right up to them. “Be 
careful. There’s a guy in there with a hammer.” 


One of the carnies eyed Tarko suspiciously. “You don’t 
got a hammer, do ya pal?” 


Tarko shook his head. 


“He’s deaf and dumb. He doesn’t like to see displays of 
aggression. I’m gonna take him outta here so there’s no 
chance he’ll react poorly.” The pair jogged off. They 

strolled around, silently looking at the crowd. It was a 
crowd which had lost its color to Tarko, a bland distraction. 
Would his Lady of Destiny be here, now? He looked, but he 
doubted it. At last, he was able to speak. He spurted to 
Qice how sorry he was, how bizarre that was, how it wasn’t 
like him. “What an ass I made of myself back there. 
Punching mirrors! What in the name of heaven got into 
me!? Friend, I can’t rightly say.” 


Qice put a hand firmly on Tarkos shoulder. “It happens 
to the best of us, pal. Sometimes there are emotions that 
refuse to stay down. It’s alright.” 


Tarko wanted to believe it was alright. 


They wandered a while longer. As the darkness 
deepened, colored lights were lit throughout the 
amusement grounds. Tarkos gloom began lifting. The 
crowd picked up. Couples walked hand-in-hand, looking at 
the lights, taking in the atmosphere, the biggest attraction 
of the place. The pair came upon Deekus, Pert and Gaarth. 
Deekus asked if they had seen the maniac who had broken 
the mirrors. Tarko nearly confessed, decided there was no 


point creating worry. They both shrugged. Everyone 
concluded that it must’ve been some local hoodlums. 


They made their way to the Ferris wheel. It was the 
only attraction in the grounds with a line to get a ticket for. 
Ross was sightly ahead, but went back so that the group 
would be evenly numbered, and nobody would end up 
sharing a seat with a stranger. The wait wasn’t as long as 
Tarko had feared. Gaarth and Pert leaped over to their 
seat, and Tarko ended up seated by Deekus. The wheel 
slowly spun. They rose rockily up. The lights of the 
grounds, the moonlight on the ocean, all spread out before 
them. “Oh, Tark. It’s just magical.” Deekus fawned over 
the scene with total lack of self-consciousness. Tarko made 
affirmational sounds. The feeling of longing he experienced 
then, wracked his insides. Why did he live a life where he 
was separated from the one of his Destiny? He chided 
himself. Most never had a Destiny partner to begin with. 
Most didn’t even know what it was like. He looked at the 
grounds with its twinkling lights, at the ocean with its star- 
and moon-twinkled waves. The surf broke upon the nearby 
beach sparkling with lanterns, and where did those waves 
come from? From the land where his Lady was? Was he 
here to suffer, to be mocked and called a madman? He 
wanted to trust in his Destiny. They descended. Again, they 
rose. Again, the beautiful sights laid out before them 
brought Tarko nothing but grief. 


“You know,” said Deekus, “if you ever wanted to, I bet 
you could make a good ship hand. You’re strong as an ox, 


even if you don’t like to brag about it, and I’ll wager you 
have steady nerves when you need to. I don’t think we 
need anyone right now, but it’s something to consider if you 
ever want a steady job. 


Tarko nodded. “Thanks, good Deekus. I’m afraid right 
now that it would take too much time away from my 
drawing. Indeed, I need to get back-“ 


“Oh, enough with that. Your pads won’t have escaped 
by the time you get back. After this, we’ll head straight to 
the club. Enjoy the view. Try not to think about anything.” 


Tarko did this. He tried to clear his head. Though he 
couldn’t fully succeed, the view became better for him. It 
was magical, indeed. What was the use of worry? The 
Ferris wheel descended, he closed his eyes, and he exhaled. 
Suddenly, for the first time in memory, he found that he 
possessed a modicum of peace. “You know,” he said, “I 
really like this, looking out over the beautiful nightscape, 
not having to think about anything. This is the best.” 


“Isn’t it? On the ship, we’re always so mission- 
oriented. I feel bad for Shelley. She rarely gets to enjoy 
moments like this. Oh Hell, I know I talk about her way too 
much. I just worry she’s missing out. It’s really important, I 
think, to not need to have a clear-cut goal with everything. 
Look at those lights. They seem to shimmer brighter, the 
more I look at ‘em.” 


“They did a bang-up job on those lights. Those carnies 
should be proud.” 


“They should. And Tark? I’m happy to be able to hang 
out with you. You’re the kinda guy where, when you talk to 
‘im, you don’t have to watch what you say. You know, to 
worry about misconstrual and preconceptions. You don’t 
apply the kinds of biases to everything that a lotta people 
do. You can just talk and relax and hang out. I don’t know 
how to emphasize the importance of that.” 


“Thank you, good Deekus. It’s sad how quick people 
are to misinterpret and presume, these days. Must be the 
crazy excitement of these times, folks not giving themselves 
time to think. If only there was more of this in the world, 
just nothing but relaxing and taking in the evening.” 


“Yeah. Yeah, if only.” 


The Ferris wheel arose again. Silence reigned as they 
took in the view, again, now more magical than ever. 
Silence reigned. Tarko knew then that Deekus had a good 
deal more sense than he did. He felt more than a modicum 
of peace, knowing that the Farewell to Kings was in the 
hands of such folks. He felt more than that. Even in his 
needed moment of peace, he felt shadowy realizations, 
flitting around the back of his mind. I’m told that he would 
not be able to consciously put together, for a great while 
yet, the causes of these emotions - that forcing thoughts of 
his Destiny Lady from his mind was a prerequisite to this 
peaceful feeling. But though the realization would not 
come to the surface, it lurked below, along with other, 


startling realizations of its ilk. These shadowy humours had 
come to stay. They were already a part of him. 


Who knew what other realizations might slink into his 
world at any time? Who knows what realizations lurk in any 
of our minds - a part of us, and yet inaccessible until the 
time is right - ready and waiting to pounce on us unawares? 
I ask you, who knows? 


The entrance to Club Extrano was almost completely 
anonymous. The neon lettering stuck to the wall was the 
only give, but it wasn’t large. It will be admitted that its 
luminous bright green flowing cursive was an anomaly on 
the drab street. The weary doorman was another give, as 
were the fashionably-dressed people who he waved 
through. The group marched up, scanning the scene. The 
doorman scanned back. He squinted at them in the fitful 
flicker of the streetlamp light. The gaze alighted with 
approval on the hairpieces of Qice and Deekus. Once he’d 
made his visual inventory, he waved them through. 


The liveliness of the place enveloped them. The 
contrast with the street outside was nearly as comforting as 
it was stark. There was a laid-back ambiance here, a 
warmth. Tarko hadn’t formed any firm preconceptions of 
what he’d thought the place would be like, but 
unconsciously he’d expected elements of cold cosmopolitan 
aloofness, surface-sheen mask wearing, artificiality and 
contrivance. In truth the place felt more like a jumping 


restaurant, if very few people were all that interested in 
food. Colored mood-light glinted off dark hardwood 
surfaces. Circular standing tables and high bar-type stools 
were scattered around, all occupied. Most patrons were 
standing out in the crowded dancefloor. The socializing 
was universal, constant. This was not a place for sullen 
solitary drinkers. This place was a model nightclub, a 
quintessential, even Platonic, example of its type. A 
dizzying sea of chattering bodies, lit with ebullient color. 
Was this what connoisseurs of this type of place were 
seeking? Or would they consider it all basic, overdone, 
passé? Tarko couldn’t even guess. 


He examined the buzzing crowd. It was impossible to 
imagine his Lady of Destiny here, unless she were going 
incognito, dressed as a decadent. He spotted more than 
one person who was clearly from another world. This was 
quite something. Almost no one in the galaxy had any 
interest in Earth. It was thought of as a backwater planet, 
Hicksville of the Hicksville. A handful of the best joints the 
planet had to offer made for a couple of sentences max in 
the most thorough interstellar guidebooks. Tarko saw a 
group of gaseous fungi. He saw a pair of nebular toads. He 
Saw a volcanic Reptoid. He could swear he even caught 
sight of a many-tusked, many-horned Alpha Centaurian. 
Did he see a mantis? No, surely not. There had to bea 
limit to the variety. Right? Man. This had to be one of the 
“coolest” places on the planet. It was at that moment that 
an insight flashed through Tarkos mind. He realized that 


yesterdays feeling of deep mature experience was 
tomorrows feeling of pure youthful exuberance. There was 
a vital point at which the two things became 
indistinguishable, when unchained from context. It wasa 
very specific point, very subtle, but vital. Tarko saw this. 
Then, he forgot about it. 


They made their way towards the bar counter. An 
octopoidal barkeep was busily polishing glasses. It was 
hard to tell whether the man hailed from Earth or some far 
star. There was a worldly quality to his self-assured 
movements. He set the glass down and cordially addressed 
the group. Tarko looked at the towering selection of drinks 
behind the counter. It was an exotic world of hazardous 
varicolored oceans, waves on which many were floating, 
lost and adrift. The glowing display promised every sort of 
psychoactive indulgence that took liquid form. The variety 

dazzled brain and eye. Gaarth and Pert each ordered a 
powerful cocktail with a name like a military codeword. 
Deekus got a whiskey sour. Ross grabbed the light house 
beer with “a tiny bit” of hash infusion. Tarko ordered a 
ginger tea, and Qice followed his lead, desperately fighting 
the desire for alcohol, Hell-bent on living clean. He tooka 
sip. “This stuff isn’t bad. Quite soothing.” 


Tarko nodded. “Ginseng is the most popular. I find 
ginger more soothing, myself. Say, barkeep - gota 
moment?” 


The octopoidal barkeep nodded. “For a True 
Romantic, I always have a moment.” 


Tarkos well-defined Baboonoid eyebrow popped up on 
one end. “You’ve a damn good eye, friend, to recognize that 
so easily. I was just wandering if you could point me in the 
direction of a regular who keeps a small white dog with 
him.” 

The barkeep nodded towards a far corner. “He’d be 
over there. And friend?” He waved a facial tendril subtly in 


a direction to the rear ofthem. “You’ve got company.” 


Tarko turned his neck as subtly as he was able. He was 
a poor actor. In the midst of the crowd, even less subtly 
staring, was Lahern. How long had the fellow been trailing 
them? Perhaps he actually could be stealthy, if not invisible, 
when he needed to. Or perhaps he’d been in the club 
before they arrived. This seemed likely. If so, had he 
known they would come? How would he have learned such 
a thing? This was a popular night spot - surely he’d just 
come as a patron, and found his shipmates here by 
coincidence. Tarko turned back to the barkeep. “How long 
has he been there, friend?” 


“Can't say.” The barkeep made a sort of shrugging 
gesture with his tendrils. The fellow was mostly humanoid 
outside of his face. But his gestures were culturally alien 
enough to make Tarko feel that, if he wasn’t from another 
planet, he was at least from the a far-flung, remote corner 
of this one. “I just now noticed him. Seemed to pop out 


when you asked the question, though I’m sure he couldn’t 
hear us from over there.” 


Tarko set down a generous tip. Qice followed suit. 
They both got up, leaving the rest of the group merrily 
chatting. The crowd was increasing by the second in size 
and enthusiasm. There was an electric atmosphere. They 
moved through the mass of suave bodies, towards the 
corner. There was a low stage near the rear wall. On it, 
dark figures moved equipment around. Live music was 
coming soon. Tarko glanced at the faces in the crowd. The 
people were clean, well-dressed, becoming. But there was 
a wildness here, a reckless urbanity. That his Lady of 
Destiny should be in such a place, at such a time, he almost 
couldn’t imagine. The throng thinned out as they neared 
the corner. Then they crossed some unmarked borderline 
into a clear and empty zone. 


At the core of this emptiness was a Capacious round 
wooden table. Tarko couldn’t remember seeing another 
table like it in the place. At the far end of this table sata 
white-haired old man with a face of vigorous mania. His 
eyes bulged, in defiance of the essential calmness of the 
rest of him, yet also in concert with that calmness - as if, in 
his universe, bulging eyes was indeed a sign of calmness. 

His hands were folded upon his desk. His lips pulled 
themselves back in an impregnable smile. It was a cunning 
smile. But it was less like that of a rat, more like that ofa 
smart, clean dog. Upon the table by his side was a small 


white terrier, sleeping soundly despite the hubbub around 
it. 

Tarko approached the table, followed closely by Qice. 
The man addressed his visitors in a calm, steady voice, in 
which mania was only thinly veiled. “What can I do for you 
gentlemen this fine evening?” 


“I see,” said Tarko, “that this popular night spot is a 
sort of office for you, my good man. How peculiar. I can’t 
guess at your trade, but truth-is we’re likely wasting your 
time. We won’t keep you long.” 


The man spread his hands. “I just sit here all night, 
waiting for clientele. Happy to chat in the meantime. 
Name’s Tuckersin, by the way. Tuckersin Bouliette. I 
specialize mainly in political campaign operations, coming 
up with catchy aphorisms for speeches and junk like that - 
you know, whatever the politicians ‘mother always used to 
say’. It’s a sordid task, when you see the kinda scum that 
gets elected. Oh, but it gets me a good little chunk of creds. 
Not to mention influence. A lucrative talent, I suppose.” He 
clenched his hands together in a brand of glee. Tarko felt 
the glee was too deep, too rich and intricate, to be purely 
based on greed. It was anticipatory. This fellow knew 
things. 


Qice nodded. “I suppose it does. I suppose it is. I’m 
from showbiz, you may have heard of our troupe, though I 
doubt you have much time for such minor indulgences.” 


Tuckersin nodded. “No, no, I’m of-course familiar with 
your delectable Amiable Troupe of Acrobatic Knaves. We 
have to keep up with developments, cultural ones especially. 
You would be Qice Kalcollins, I’m sure, and I apologize, but 
that incognito wig really did throw me off for a second. 
Good show, and congrats on your retirement. I’m 
exceedingly jealous.” He smiled more yet, a grin of 
benevolent malevolence that let his audience know there 
was no greater compliment he could give than his jealousy. 
He trained his hawks-gaze solidly on Tarko. “But forgive 
me, I’m not familiar with your face, good man.” 


Tarko chuckled softly. Qice found himself surprised 
and impressed that his friend could remain this casual, in 
the headlights of a genuine maniac stare. Though he 
couldn’t find the name of Tuckersin in his memory, the guy 
was Clearly a formidable operative. “Oh, heavens,” the cool- 
headed Baboonoid said, “nobody knows my ugly mug. I’m 
just a two-bit artist, never had any greater ambition than to 
pursue my own, very personal Destiny quest. It’s just 
barely possible, if you were staying at a budget motel or 
some such place, that you could’ve seen my work hanging 
on a dingy wall, somewhere along the eastern Great States 
coast. I’m just able to be friends with the great Qice 
Kalcollins because we’re on the same cruise. Name’s Tarko, 
Tarko Bennesion. Though, being an orphan, my last name 
counts for little - more of a legal formality than anything. 
You'll laugh at our ridiculous request. Say, what did you say 
your last name was?” 


“Why, it’s Bouliette. Tuckersin Bouliette. From an old 
lineage of operatives known to hang around the northern 
ports of the strange southern mutated continent for 
generations now, so it’s no surprise you might’ve heard tell 
of it, if you ever travel that way.” He stroked the sleeping 
dog with a lazy hand, a fond look entering his eye, slightly 
calming the turbulent waters therein. Here was a lover of 
reminiscence. “I couldn’t quite get along, myself, being 
cooped up in the old family home. I’m of that side of the 
group that always needs new places, new action. The New 
Cancun scene is one of my favorites yet. Gotta love this 
town. I hear it’s much better than how the old Cancun was, 
though that would’ve been before even my time.” 


Tarko nodded. “You know, it just occurred to me-“ 


Lahern stormed out from the crowd. He faced the man 
named Tuckersin. His own face was contorted. “Good 
evening, father. How long have you known these men?” He 
was beathing heavily, unhealthily so for a man of sixty-three. 


Tuckersin faced his son. “Good evening, my little 
orange pup.” 


Lahern was practically panting. “God damn it, dad. 
I’m not your little orange pup. Don’t call me that. Don’t 
ever call me that.” The pup-like cast of his features was 
unmistakable, a sharp shift from their normal hawklike set. 
Yet both were distinctly Lahern. 


“Whoa, whoa, take it easy. I just met these men. You 
should know that. I saw you over there trying to listen in. 


How’s the cruise going? Meeting plenty of cute boys and 
girls?” He faced Tarko and Qice. “That’s all he thinks 
about, as you surely know by now.” He rolled his neck 
around in an odd gesture, then faced his son again. “You 
mustn’t bother anyone. Don’t fall into that magical mumbo- 
jumbo again. Make sure that if you’re talking to someone, 
it’s because they want to speak with you. Not because of 
tolerance born from pity for your delusionality.” 


“FUCK YOU, DAD. FUUUUUCK YOU.” With this 
earsplitting exclamation, Lahren violently jabbed a finger in 
his still-calm fathers direction. His face was red, body an 
explosive red-orange. The circles under his eyes deepened 
into googles from which a steady stream of intense vitriol, 
maniacal enough to do credit to his lineage, had been 
streaming since the advent of his puberty, long, long ago. 
At that moment, the man had enough sass for a boy of 
sixteen, with the same absence of self-consciousness over 
the fact. Tarko had never seen anyone in their seventh 
decade of life seem as young as Lahern looked then. Was 
there a quiver there? The next millisecond, he was 
storming off. 


Tuckersin swiveled his implacable face back towards 
his two guests. “He gets like that. I’d bet my bottom dollar 
that you two are a good influence on him. A little birdie told 
me that you spoke to a fortune teller today.” He received 
nods. “She’s an ex-lover of mine. She just so happens to 
have hidden cameras all over the old cemetery shopping 
center. Says it can be very helpful to her business. 


Apparently Lahern was already following you by then. Who 
knows what nonsense ‘spells’ he’s been casting at you all 
night?” 


Ross popped out of the crowd and strolled over, drink 
in hand. “Hey, guys, did you see Lahern storm off? I didn’t 
even know he was here. Oh, hi.” He faced Tuckersin. “I’m 
Ross.” 


“Yeah,” said Qice. “This is Tuckersin, he’s Laherns 
father. A real smooth operator, so-it-would-seem. Turns 
out Lahern’s been following us all ‘round town. Here’s 
what gets me. I can see him following you. But it looks like 
he was following us before we met up with you.” 


Tuckersin shrugged. “Or was he? That’s just a guess. 
My old lover might not’ve seen him on her cameras at all. 
She’s been known to make things up, sometimes seemingly 
for the fun of it.” 


“True,” said Tarko. “When you get down to it, who can 
say what goes on inside that sixty-three-year-old orange 
boys crazed brain? Friend Tuckersin, I wish we could do 
something for him. He’s got to decide to improve himself, 
on his own time. He’s got to admit to the error of his ways. 
I don’t envy you the parental work he must’ve been. When 
we asked the scryer how to help Lahern, she told us to seek 
you. It seems to me you’ve already put the work in. 
Perhaps the best thing is to give the boy his space, and 
leave it all up to Destiny.” 


“Leave? Nonsense.” Tuckersin reached down for 
something. He plopped a briefcase onto the desk in front of 
him. Then he stood, scooping up the dog with one arm, the 
briefcase with the other. “Not without me you won’t. I may 
not be able to solve the problem. That doesn’t mean I can’t 
bum a ride off my son. If I remember correctly, it’s none 
other than the Farewell to Kings that he’s cruising on these 
days. Well, he’s doing so on my dime. And he’ll damn well 
let me bunk with him. He can’t refuse, not if he wants to 
keep up his lifestyle. And I can’t refuse going, not with the 
great Qice Kalcollins and his cool friend onboard. It’s about 
time I took a break from all this nonsense. But for tonight, 
do you guys like dancing? People say it’s only for young 
people. Pish, posh, I say! Anyone can dance, so long as 
they’re willing to respect the beat. You boys must join me. 
I hear the live act is really hot tonight, I mean smokin’ hot. 
Speak of the devil-” 


The band began to play, a Neptunian fungal disco 
rhythm that suffused the club in velvety sultriness. 
Tuckersin moved about jankily, briefcase flipping and 
flopping, confused dog bobbing queasily, ever-and-always 
perfectly in time with the funky beat. His mad eyes 
sparkled. “Let’s boogie down,” he declared. 


And they did. That evening, they boogied down. 


Part 2 
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The next morning, a crowd formed on deck to watch with 
watery-eyed sentimentality as New Cancun disappeared. 
Chattering filled the morning air with the excitement of the 
fresh memories. Among the babble of the passengers was a 
universal consensus. There was no town like New Cancun, 
nothing to match its attraction for the adventurous visitor. 
It was a favorite of everyone. 


Pert and Gaarth weren’t in the crowd. They were 
trapped belowdecks, incapacitated by their overindulgence. 
Their cabin was like a tomb, in both silence and odor. By 
late afternoon their systems were prepared for some thin 
broth. They were the only revelers who were out for the 
count. Deekus went about her duties as usual. At midday, 
though, she whispered to Qice that her head was pounding. 
The pro showman handed her some mild medicine, which 
he kept on him at all times. It helped a good deal. But only 
time and hydration, she realized, would bring her back to 
her full self. Ross was also sluggish, but swabbed as well as 
ever. “Every time,” he told Qice and Tarko during his break 
time. “The day after I drink hash-infused beer, just moving 


feels like fighting a kraken in an ocean of molasses, every 
time. The problem is the stuff’s so damn good. I have self 
control with everything else. Not that stuff. That stuff is 
the one in control. Like I seriously don’t have a choice, 
man. Maaaaaan.” 


“That’s it,” said Qice, jabbing the air with his finger. 
“That’s what bugs me so much, it’s the feeling of lack of free 
will. Anyway, you’re not like a lotta the folks I knew in 
showbiz. You didn’t just get stupid-drunk. Nobody drank 
that much, last night, that I could tell. But it also depends 
on what you drink. Did you see Pert and Gaarth? They had 
one shot each, but it was that damn crazy stuff they like. 
What was it called?” 


“Maaaaan,” said Ross, “I don’t even remember. Some 
crazy name like some kinda military codeword.” 


“Yeah, you’re right, it sounded kinda like a military 
codeword. Well. It’s not the name that matters, it’s the 
content. Honestly, who knows what’s in that stuff? Both 
those guys were actually drooling on the dance floor. I 
mean like, real drool, and lots of it. I’m really curious what 
was in those drinks they got. The only other time I’ve seen 
people that fucked up is at certain showbiz parties when 
they serve cocktails with crazy shit in them.” 


Ross nodded. “Yeah, that shit had-to-have-been 
serious. Definitely crazier than what anyone else got. My 
stuff wasn’t even that strong. I honestly think that if I didn’t 
have to swab all day, I’d barely notice anything. Man, I’ve 


been so annoyed at my sluggishness, I hadn’t even noticed 

that there’s been no sign of Lahern. Maybe having his dad 

around will help. Honestly, I may be a patient guy, but even 
I’m starting to get tired of his bullshit.” 


“T feel that,” said Qice. “I practically just got here, and 
I’m already tired of his bullshit.” 


Tarko nodded. “It’s unanimous. Was he always this 
bad?” 


Ross shook his head. “It goes in phases. You won’t 
hear as much about the ‘sorcery’ for a while, and then it’ll 
really start back up. He never completely stops talking 
about it, but I can’t recall a time he’s been this constantly 
manic.” 


Tarko rubbed his chin. “Well, I’m sure I speak for 
everyone when I say - let’s not let it put a damper on our 
cruise.” This received nods of approval. 


In the next few days, the temperature dipped slightly. 
Despite this, climatic factors made the cruisers more 
uncomfortable than ever. There was a constant smattering 
of low clouds. They sealed in the humidity. The world was 
a steam bath. Everyone was caked in sweat. The ragged 
clothes of the passengers grew stinkier by the minute. A 
reeking heat mist wavered around the belowdecks. During 
the days, Qice and Tarko rarely went down. Deodorizing 
methods had little effect. Every type of herb was strung up 
at strategic locations throughout the ship. They may as well 
have been plain old leaves. The steady stench faded into 


the background enough to be nearly tolerable, not because 
of any measures taken, but through simple familiarity. It 
always stank on the Farewell in those days - the passengers 
had to either get used to it or lose their marbles. 


They were almost halfway to their next port when a 
storm sprang up. The sky darkened at midday, and the air 
became more refreshing than at any other time since 
Tarko’d embarked. Then there was thunder. The hatches 
were battened for safety-sake. Everyone was stuck below, 
listening to the howlings and rumblings. There was nothing 
to do but laze about in the stink for the next few hours, 
while the wind and the rain swept through. The wind was 
persistent. After nearly an hour of it, the Farewell had 
veered slightly off-course. It was no trouble for the 
navigator to get back on track. In the brief time between 
the end of the storm and the return to the usual path - a 
span of a half an hour at most -the island was spotted. 


It was small. There was no other way it could have 
escaped notice until then, near as it was to their course. 
Yet it was large enough, and odd enough, to set Captain 
Shelleys curiosity aflame. She ordered the ship turned 
towards it. As they approached, she stood at the helm with 
her spyglass fully extended, peering intently. It was low and 
black. Seemingly the product of some volcanic suppuration. 
There were slight hills which she judged a bit higher than a 
full-grown human. Perhaps the fossilizations of massive, 
sluggish magmatic bubblings. Other than that... what were 
those small shapes? Could they be humans? It looked like 


they were aimlessly milling about. If they’d spotted the ship 
- which would have been visible for a good while now - they 
showed no enthusiasm over the sight. What humans could 
survive on a place such as this? There was no sign of any 
moored seacraft or other mode of transit. The people 
seemed to be trapped. Why, then, were they not frantically 
motioning towards the Farewell? Was there something 
wrong with their sight? Were they content to remain 
stranded? They ambled to-and-fro in a leisurely fashion, 
without ever appearing to interact with one another, their 
steps tracing the sort of aimless paths one might expect a 
lost dog to take. The scene didn’t sit right with Shelley. 


Anchor was dropped. As word spread, passengers 
who’d been snoozing in the stultifying belowdecks stench 
began swarming up, a-babble with speculation and 
exclamation. The islanders were clearly visible now. 
“OOOHH,” one woman squawked, “look at those poor 
weirdos just wandering around like dumb stupid chickens 
She wasn’t far wrong. They wore regular clothes. It looked 
like they hadn’t changed them in a very, very long time. 
Near the center of the island, small structures that looked 
like soot igloos could be seen. Were these how the people 
survived the ruthless Gulf storms? There could be no other 
way. 
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At the helm, Shelley and Deekus entered a huddle. 
Shelley whispered, “I gotta investigate this. I just gotta.” 


“Okay,” whispered Deekus. “But this isn’t really a fun 
tourist activity. We don’t know if these people are violent or 
what.” 


“Agreed. Still, I can’t see any problem with a boat of 
well-equipped crew going over. These people clearly have 
nothing. Even if every one of them is hiding a shiv... eh. 
They look malnourished.” 


“Yeah. Iagree. If we don’t have any stupid tourists 
going around, it’s no problem. I’m curious too. It’s quite a 
little discovery. But let’s just not take too long. I’ll keep the 
ship. Get six strong crewmembers and go check things 
out.” 


They broke the huddle. A crowd had gathered near 
the helm. They looked at Shelley with eyes like lost lambs. 
Dogs, lambs - it seemed everyone was lost these days. She 
addressed them. “Alright, everyone! Your intrepid crew is 
gonna go down and see what’s going on here. Whata 
discovery. Okay, guys-“ turning behind her to the crew- 
“here’s who I want.” She quickly pointed to six strong 
sailors and ushered them to the boat. There were cheers as 
the expedition set out. To the cruisers, it felt like something 
from an adventure book. As they watched the boat drop 
down, some of the more old-fashioned began chattering 
about their favorite old-timey swashbuckler novels, tales of 
daring and romance on the high seas. 


The small boat scooted up into the porous sides of the 
odd island. Shelley stepped out and looked around while 


her group pulled the boat fully onto the strange material. 
She looked down. The darkness of the stuff was uncanny 
up Close. None of the inhabitants were nearby. The sky 
above was bright and mostly clear after the recent storm. 
There was a haze of clouds over the sun, which shone from 
around their edges with majestic effulgence. The contrast 
of the sky and the ground made a strange impact on her. It 
was faintly disorienting. She focused on her objectives, 
scanning for the nearest islander. Focusing was painful, 
somehow, here on this island. Everything was so bright 
after the storm, except for that impeccably black stone 
underfoot. It was all just faintly, faintly disorienting - maybe 
more than faintly. 


Before she could choose which direction to go, an old 
woman wandered over from behind a low hill. Her hair was 
disheveled, whipped about by the wind, which was picking 
up slightly. Her clothes were darkened from a thick layer of 
soot-like mineral grit. She scanned all the visitors, one by 
one. What did those eyes see? Was there a faint glow of 
curiosity in them? There was certainly no excitement. She 
wore the cloak of normalcy. “Hello. Welcome to our little 
island. I guess we must be quite a sight to you.” 


“Greetings. I’m Captain Shelley of the Farewell to 
Kings, a passenger vessel sailing these waters.” 

“Well a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I don’t 
have a name around here. Folks just call me leader, 
whatever that means on a place like this.” 


“Greetings, leader. How did you ascend to the 
position?” 

“T said I’d do it. Nobody else wanted to. Not many 
decisions to make. We just go around eating soot all day. 
That’s all we do. The stone huts you see over there, those 
have holes for us to piss, shit and sleep. The soot absorbs 
the waste nicely. Keeps us sheltered. Soot is our 
sustenance. It gets a bit dull, but it’s not a bad life. I find it 
nice, actually.” 

“By soot, do you mean the rock this island is made of?” 

“The same. It’s where we live, it’s the source of life. 
You could say it’s a way of life for us.” 

“T haven’t heard of your tribe before.” 

“Tribe? That might be a stretch. None of us were 
raised here. No kids around anywhere. Come to think of it, 
no sex going on, that I’m aware of anyway. Though, of 
course, that’s not something everyone needs to publicly 
announce. We got here at some point. From then on we’ve 
been happily gulping down the soot. Nobody remembers 
anything from before. Or at least, I don’t know of anybody 
who has such memories. We speak to one another so rarely, 
we really don’t know much of what’s going on with our 
friends at any given time. And I’m the leader, so I probably 
do the most checking-up of anybody here.” 

“IT assume you arrived by boat.” 

“Yep. The farthest back my memory goes is of 
watching a black skiff sail off into the distance. Since then 
I’ve seen the same skiff, on very rare occasion, dropping off 


others. I was younger when I first arrived, but not by too 
too much. One thing we all feel - we must’ve been dropped 
off voluntarily. Rarely are there bad feelings in those early 
memories. There are often feelings of command, conviction, 
even freedom. How strong those emotions were, depends 
on who you ask. There’s a sense of loss, of nostalgia, but a 
sense of gaining something greater. Very funny how 
specific that is, isn’t it? They must have been strong 
emotions. We live out the rest of our lives here. 
Everybody’s content.” 

“Fascinating. What happens when an islander passes 
away? Are the deceased buried in the ‘soot’?” 

“Naw, we’d never contaminate it like that! Piss and 
shit are one thing. We eat and drink nothing but soot, after 
all. But carcasses - that’s a bridge too far. ‘Sides, it’s 
easier to give folks ‘sea burials’. Dead bodies are put in the 
water to float far out. No ceremony, just floating. Won’t be 
long before I’ll be floating out there too.” The woman 
chuckled. “Around here, we all float, eventually.” 

“There’s no ceremony, you say. Do you do anything at 
all to express mourning for the loss?” 

“No. That would imply that something bad had 
happened. We don’t see it that way. Perhaps that’s why 
we’re so content. Or at least, part of why.” 

“IT see. Can I ask, what keeps you going? I mean, what 
makes you guys want to get up in the morning?” 


The woman stared at Shelley. It was a blank stare. But 
it was more than a normal blank stare. There was 


something too real in that stare. There was something not 
real enough. 


“What? What gets us up? Why I'll tell you. Every day 
of our lives is a victory. There’s nothing I’d rather do than 
eat the ground under my feet. It’s a good source of 
valuable nutrients. Understand this. We have broken the 
code to life, to living. Not having our experience, you could 
never understand.” 


Shelley nodded. “That may be. But you must realize, 
every time someone has a crazed, pointless way of living, 
their explanation is always ‘You wouldn’t understand.’ That 
doesn’t make you wrong, not by any means. It just makes it 
hard to take anyone at their word when they offer that 
explanation. But you have no need to convince me of the 
value of your chosen lifestyle. Curiosity is my great 
weakness. I love learning about these things. Thanks for 
humoring me. I hope I haven’t taxed your patience!” 


The woman blinked. “Not at all. There’s nothing going 
on around here. Patience is a matter of course.” 


“Ah. Commendable. I wish I had patience. There are 
far too many times when it would come in handy. Good day 
to you, Leader.” 


The woman nodded. “Good day to yourself, fine 
woman.” She turned and wandered off. It was hard to 
imagine her commanding anybody. What decisions would 
she make, among this shiftless group? The dwellings she 
had described sounded disgusting. Shelley headed towards 


the center of the island, her group in tow. Around thirty 
islanders were visible. As the leader had said, all were 
adult. The youngest looked to be in their forties. Most 
looked older. Some stared into space, some wandered, 
some congregated in groups of three or four. Rarely, they 
could be seen speaking to one another in short sentences. 
None took interest in the newcomers. 


Near the soot igloos, a smell was immediately 
detectable. Shelley held her nose and braved a peek inside. 
There was a hole at the center, and nothing else. The 
woman had spoken of “holes for us to piss, shit and sleep,” 
but surely they didn’t sleep in the same hole they did their 
business in. None in the group were inclined to ask one of 
the islanders about it. Nobody wanted to imagine 
weathering a hurricane in one of those cramped live-in 
toilets. They were sturdy structures. None of them showed 
disrepair. Shelley searched in vain for any sign of culture, a 
carved symbol, a memento from the outside world. The 
woman had said that the denizens ate the stuff of the island 
for sustenance. What did they drink? There must have 
been a rainwater receptacle somewhere. The group was 
near one of the low hills. She reached down to see if she 
could grab the stuff up. With effort, it came off like tough 
taffy. She squeezed it with all her might. A trickle of clear 
fluid came out. Ah. So there was drink within in the food. 
This volcanic substance was truly the stuff of life for these 
odd folk. 


A member of the party asked, “Should we try talking to 
more of them?” 


Shelley shook her head. “I’d like to, but we have 
passengers waiting. We’ve been too long. Look at these 
islanders, these aimless folk. Okay, okay. One more. After 
that, we note the coordinates of the place and move on. 
This is a job for anthropologists. But I do have to talk to one 
more.” Heading towards their boat, they came to an old 
guy with a long, white beard. His watery eyes had a 
childlike haplessness. He sniffed often. When questioned, 
he expressing ignorance about everything, who they were, 
who he was, what he was doing there. “I like to eat the 
black stuff,” he said with tremulous firmness. “Aint that 
enough for you people?” Shelley hastened to assure him it 
was enough. She asked if he ever saw other visitors. “I 
don’t know,” he said. “I just eats the black stuff.” His lower 
lip trembled. Shelley bade him good day. 


The explorers pushed the boat into water and hopped 
on with a sense of relief. At the last moment, Shelley 
scooped up a wad of volcanic stuff and pocketed it. They 
rowed back to the Farewell in silence. She looked towards 
her vessel. There they were, at the railing - a long, dense 
row of cruisers staring with bulging eyes at the course of 
the boats return. When the returning party arrived, 
Deekus was there to keep them from getting mobbed. 
“How'd it go, Cap?” 


“Oh, we didn’t find much. They didn’t seem to know 
much about themselves. Talking to those odd folk, a strong 
wish came over me. I wanted to wrest the secret of this 
island from wherever it’s hidden. I wished I could grill 
every last inhabitant. Alas. I have my duties. Some other 
lucky devil will take the honor of being called detective for 
this strange case.” She lowered her voice, leaning towards 
Deekus. “That doesn’t mean, though, that we have to be 
done with the matter forever...” 


The people were clamoring for info. She took an 
oratorial post near the helm. The passengers and crew 
went silent as she related everything in her matter-of-fact 
way. The helmsperson, an aging hooded figure, worked on 
in silence, never showing any reaction, as if no one was 
nearby. The oration took less than five minutes. When she 
finished, babble erupted. If experience was any indication, 
there would soon be a fresh crop of ridiculous theories. 


The captain ordered the ship back onto its normal 
route. “Right y’are,” the enigmatic helmsperson nodded. 
The wind was perfect. The Farewell to Kings sprinted 
across the water. The captain had finished discussing the 
island, and was tending to the daily business, when 
Tuckersin approached. “Madame Shelley,” he said, “Word’s 
reached me about the strange goings-on. I’d like to share 
some things, whenever you have a moment.” 


“Now’s a fine time. Just don’t share an entire novel.” 


“Right. It may not be useful info, anyway. I so-happen 
to know of a nihilistic cult movement, confined mostly to 
urban areas of the mutated southern continent. Their 
beliefs and customs... aren’t known to many... I think those 
wackos might have something to do with that island back 
there.” 


“What makes you say that?” 


“These guys actually work hard so that they can have a 
lifestyle like the one you said the islanders have. It’s all 
kinda weird, to me anyway.” 


Shelley’s face lit up. “Weird? Please, do tell.” 


Tuckersin nodded. “Weird and obscure. Lemme give 
you the inside scoop on it.” 


Where was Tarko during all this? Down in his cabin, 
drawing like mad. The storm had lifted the stench, 
suctioning bad air from the most remote crevasses of the 


ship. His head was clearer than it had been since the smell 
first set in. Crystalline images of his beloved flowed into his 
mind. He drew without cease. Three full-body sketches 
were completed while Shelleys group explored the island. 
He set them side-by-side and surveyed them. There was no 
question. This was his best work to date. He’d had time to 
fully absorb the third vision. It showed. This was the most 
detailed, the crispest work he’d ever seen, from himself or 
any other artist. 


He felt nothing, absolutely nothing. 


Surely, if he was ever going to make progress towards 
manifesting the desired meeting through artistic means, 
this was real progress. If he was closer than ever to 
meeting his beloved, why did he feel nothing? This didn’t 
add up. It was a fresh new type of anomaly. He didn’t need 
it. He didn’t want it. But it wasn’t going anywhere. This 
anomaly was taking up residence within him, and it didn’t 
even seem to be paying any kind of rent. 


There was more hubbub above. The murmur which 
filtered down to Tarko barely registered with him. He kept 
looking intensely at the drawings he’d just created, three 
triumphs of representational drawing. But he wasn’t really 
looking at them. The intensity came from elsewhere. He 
didn’t think of things in the self-serving terms of most other 
artists of his time. But the truth was inescapable. These 
works showed at-long-last that he had mastered his 
discipline. They showed that the length of time his true, full 


talent had taken to gestate, was paid for in full, with 
interest, by the staying power of that talent, the ruthless 
incisiveness with which his mind conquered the world of 
visual conception, transmitting it with laser focus through 
hands worn deftly into artworks of their own. Those hands 
had prodigious power. By themselves, they could have 
satisfied any lover. 


He looked. He looked at his stunning handiwork, and 
he felt an aimlessness that he neither asked for, nor 
merited. He felt aimlessness, when he should have felt the 
most finely honed aim of-and-for his mission. He couldn’t 
have denied it, even if such a denial was in his nature. 
There was a silence, a void, a presence of vacuity which was 
the opposite of indulgent, which he had difficulty seeing as 
his. Wondering what to do with himself, he looked out the 
window. 


What greeted him wasn’t the normal view of water he 
expected. Not far off, upon a black ground, a few 
disheveled figures wandered. He felt a profound kinship 
with these figures. He felt that he was there with them, 
that he could have touched them. The next moment, the 
Farewell to Kings began turning away from the island. The 
figures left his sight. In his mind, the vision of them 
remained. It lingered without any effort on his part. A 
voice, his own voice, came into his head - “Control 
yourself.” For, at that moment, he wanted to break through 
the too-small window, to swim out and spend the rest of his 
days with those ragged folk, his spiritual kin. But he 


wouldn’t tolerate such emotions in himself. He could not 
abide it. A moment of irresolute confusion, a mere spec of 
inconsistency, out of all his life, he told himself, could not 
send him instantly into pieces. Nobody ever said that living 
would be easy. That was not the way of Destiny. He would 
not rush into melodrama. He would calm himself. He 
would review matters. He would go up to deck, get some 
fresh air. He would discover what was going on, what that 
strange sight was, what all the hubbub was about. He owed 
it to himself. Yes. He was a man of Romance, a man of 
action, and never one to go to pieces. He was a man of 
Destiny. 


He fed himself these blabbering bromides. The void 
remained. Romance, Destiny, these felt, for the first time in 
his life, like they were just words, echoing feebly. At that 
point, Tarkos body moved on the ship, but his spirit moved 
among his compatriots on that black island. They all 
wandered. He saw that there was a direction to the 
wandering. They were moving slowly, like herded cattle, 
down a long black valley, a gentle declivity that guided them 
in an easily descending direction. The radiance of Heaven 
shone beatific from the edges of majestic clouds. From that 
high kingdom, luminous prismatic rays rained down, a 
glorious and gentle rainbow shower of light. Those rays 
were absorbed into the black ground without a trace. 

Tarko wandered with the islanders, down, down the gentle 
slope, towards the low horizon. That horizon was made up 
of an incredible, haunting Darkness. The density of that 


darkness pulled at the universe. It appeared before Tarko 
with intimidating reassurances, too heavy for existence. It 
was a fathomless Darkness which swallowed even the black 
ground, an irresistible Darkness beyond darkest night, 
beyond normal ideas of life and death. That prodigious 
horizon, their goal, would swallow all conceptions of the 
paltry mortal mind. It would swallow everything, at last. It 
sat on the horizon, larger than size, more massive than 
mass, like a haze of ultimate doom. It was the horizon. And 
it pulled. Profoundly without motion of any kind, it pulled. 
And the wanderers, Tarko among them, went 
unquestioning, hypnotically oblivious - even with a sort of 
bleak docile joy - towards this horrible black triumph. 


Tuckersin told Shelley his tale, seemingly oblivious to the 
audience that was gathering around him. He had been a 
young operative, without nearly the influence that he had 
today. An upstart trying to make his mark on the scene. 
Already, he’d had a talent for snappy aphorisms. His quick 
and easy skill as a wordsmith quickly got him in with 
politicians of all stripes. Even as his career was geared to 
take off, the range of his influence was confined to the local 
area - a chunk of the northern ports of that mutated 
southern continent towards which the Farewell to Kings 
even now headed. 


Back then he was green, naive, too quick to do 
anything to get on the good side of a client. The politician 
he was working with wasn’t any kind of powerhouse, but he 


was an up-and-comer, a smart cookie with a bright future. 
Tuckersin declined to name names. He expressed 
reservations- even at this senior time in his career- about 
telling the tale to begin with. He’d never told it to anyone 
before this. Even after all these years, he was still nervous 
about the whole business. But seeing the island had given 
him a sudden urgency to get the thing off his chest. 
“Never,” he said, “join into any kinda religious thing, unless 
it’s been heavily vetted beforehand. And even then, don’t 
do it. I don’t care who the client is. It’s not about them. If 
anyone asks, I never said this, but - all that kinda stuff is 
crazy. All of it.” 


The religious stuff started slow at first. He didn’t buy 
into any of it, not even for a second. The challenge was to 
feign interest in a way that showed enough resistance to 
the strange new ideas to seem genuine, but not so much as 
to annoy the client. When the client called a brainstorming 
session in those days, he had a worrisome tendency to bring 
things back to his purported life philosophy. Everything the 
guy thought seemed to be based around his religion. He 
felt that Tuckersin needed to understand this philosophical 
background for the two to properly work together. Always 
he talked about crafting speeches which delivered the 
messages he wanted to deliver, which was identical to the 
message the cult wanted to deliver, in a way that would 
make sense to the uninitiated. And there was the trick. The 
clients religion was an initiatory, secretive sect. Almost 
everything about it was not to be shared with non-believers. 


Many cult members were also involved in politics - a 
disproportionate number, when compared to the general 
population. But the client said without hesitation that he 
didn’t know any who could compare to Tuckersin in 
speechcraft. Amid the cutthroat competition of those days, 
the client needed those catchy turns-of-phrase, those 
snappy aphorisms, to stay unique and carve out his own 
territory. The solution was obvious. He would convert 
Tuckersin. 


The initial stages of initiation were mostly filled with 
harmless myths and imagery, light on religious philosophy. 
Hints of dogma popped up, amid the pleasant, often dull 
folk tales. It was all conveyed to Tuckersin at underground 
classes, with few other pupils. The lectures were followed 
by informal dinner parties. The ease of the classes, and the 
value of the parties for making and strengthening useful 
connections, kept him coming back. The client consistently 
portrayed himself as interested in how Tuckersin was doing 
with these initiations, and interested in how he felt. The 
sect portrayed itself as championing family values. Yet 
acolytes were advised to sideline any family members that 
expressed skepticism of its teachings, whether-or-not they 
knew that said teachings were attached to a faith their 
loved one was part of. If such skeptics did have some 
inkling of the organizations existence, it was priority- 
number-one to ensure they didn’t find out more. Tuckersin 
found all this to be pretty consistent with other religions 


he’d seen. Values were held sacred, so-long-as they were 
useful. 


At first he had a hard time figuring out what he was 
supposed to believe. There were lots of animal characters 
in the myths, the plots of which he couldn’t remember. They 
became so monotonous to him, with their endless sing-song 
redundancy, that he began deliberately putting them out of 
his mind. One of the great virtues lauded by the faith was 
contentment. He couldn’t recall hearing of any other 
religious belief where simple contentment, regardless of 
source, was valued so highly. It was more typically set up as 
a reward for virtue, not a virtue in-and-of- itself. This subtle 
but important distinction stuck out to him amid the tedium 
of the lessons. 


The relatable-protagonist heroes were mostly animals. 
The higher beings, while abstract in nature, were often 
described in plant-like terms. When humans were 
portrayed, with a few notable exceptions, they were always 
neurotic villains whose strong emotions and over-active 
minds got the better of them in the end. Tuckersin could 
certainly relate to this. He also felt that staying relaxed and 
simplifying ones life were desirable goals - goals, he 
confessed, which he had frequently failed at. He saw a lot 
of value in these simple, everyday views. What he could 
never figure out was why the greatest beings that the 
human mind could conceive of would end up having the 
nature of shrubbery. The priest holding the initiations 
eventually became completely upfront about this, telling his 


class that the plant-type gods were flat-out better than the 
animal ones. There wasn’t a single human god. In fact, 
there wasn’t a single human character that wasn’t designed 
to be viewed with revulsion and scorn. The more initiations 
he attended, the more afterparties he was able to go to, and 
the better his professional connections became. But it was 
more and more of a struggle to stay awake during lessons. 


At last, when he felt certain the religious folk were 
smart enough to detect his disinterest and would be asking 
him to opt out any day, he was told that he was progressing 
too strongly for regular classes. His understanding was 
reaching a new Stage, apparently, and he would have to 
take more formal vows of secrecy before entering into the 
higher-level initiations preceding full membership. Their 
intentions couldn’t have been clearer. The sect was going 
for the jugular, trying to keep him in their grasp right when 
disinterest in their obtuse myths was causing him to slip 
away. He’d desperately hoped he could stay on the 
periphery as a useful non-member ally. It wasn’t happening. 
They needed more members. They were willing to take a 
risk on him. It was a big compliment. A big, ugly, stinking 
compliment. What could he do? This was his prize client. 
He had gotten in too deep. 


He was guided down to chambers lower, and more 
richly appointed, than he had yet seen. Word was, the 
dinners after these advanced lessons were to-die-for. 
Respected members of the community were gathered 
around him. All these staunch believers were in the grip of 


a breathless, electric anticipation. They sent this feeling 
towards Tuckersin in waves. Instead of catching the mood 
of the room, he found he was catching a throbbing 
headache. He sat with just two other students. The rest 
were spectators or teachers, gathered en masse to guide 
the succulent new lambs. 


The philosophy was suddenly being explicated in 
crystal clear language. Consciousness was a curse. People, 
the most conscious of all known entities, were the most 
cursed. As the dreadful scourge of consciousness was 
reduced, the general situation got better and better. There 
was no exception, no addendum to this law. Unfortunately, 
universal suicide wasn’t the desirable option it first 
appeared. A scenario in which everyone on the planet 
willingly killed themselves at the same instant was a nice 
thought, but it was impractical. At this point, even 
Tuckersins steely nerves were strained, and he had trouble 
not showing his horror. But he reminded himself that, even 
though the answers these folks might have come to were 
revolting, they had gotten there through the honest pursuit 
of lifes deepest questions. It was their right, he repeated to 
himself, to form their own conclusions on these matters, in 
which nobody had a monopoly of understanding. The 
lecturing went on and one, and he struggled to show his 
interest, while also not listening so closely to what was 
being said that an uncontrollable reaction might give away 
his true feelings. He’d known these people were kooks. If 
only he’d known how much. 


If life could be prevented from getting started, they 
said, this would be the best of all worlds. It would solve all 
the problems - indeed it would end the very concept of 
“problem”, along with all other concepts. But it was too 
late. Life was in continuous, revolting motion. There was 
no clean way to end it. Any half measures would possibly 
only worsen the problem, since life was incredibly resilient, 
thriving, it often seemed, on adversity. Tuckersin tried 
desperately not to imagine what was meant by “half 
measures”. Individual suicide was selfish. No true acolyte 
would confuse such an act for true enlightenment. This 
“revelation” relieved Tuckersin more than he could express. 
The true way to fight the “scourge”, it was passionately 
declared, was to “hijack it from the inside”. One of the best 
ways to do this was to foster a world of general docility 
where people didn’t have to think much. With 
consciousness deprioritized, things could start improving. 
There would just be a lot less will to live, a lot less life in a 
real sense. For this, the sect needed good people in high 
places. Because of societal prejudice, it unfortunately 
needed to keep its enlightened knowledge under wraps, so 
that those good people who worked for the greater good 
could do their work without the obstacle of religious 
bigotry. The faithful were so pleased to be able to share the 
light of this true knowledge, which they were normally 
forced to hide, with these new lambs of the fold. They were 
just pleased as punch! A sense of joy, of powerful relief, 
flooded their faces, their bodies, their whole beings. They 


were basically ecstatic. This teaching was an event they 
looked keenly forward to. 


Tuckersin had looked over at the other two students. 
They had really seemed to be buying it. If he’d had trouble 
acting, he doubted those two would have been able to pull it 
off so flawlessly. Then came the dinner party. The food was 
spectacular. No expense was spared. He’d talked to the 
client, whose face beamed. So proud to have brought a 
new, useful convert into the sect. 


Now Tuckersin looked at the guy, he really looked at 
him. What he saw decided the next act of his career. He 
would be a traveling operative. An operative who made a 
point of advertising himself as free from agenda, from any 
kind of dogma. An objective operator. This stuff was 
crazier than any other shit he’d gotten wrapped up in. 
Okay, he acknowledged that there was at least an effort put 
into this philosophy, that it attempted to address real issues 
about ethics and suffering and the nature of consciousness, 
of existence. It wasn’t just some mumbo-jumbo wish 
fulfillment scam full of meaningless hocus pocus. He 
respected that. 


What he respected less was the way that these folks 
had their heads up their asses. They thought that they 
knew what was right for all life in the universe. Who had 

told them that? Where had they gotten it from? Who had 
told them that they could just know what everybody else 
needed? You got into politics for yourself. A good leader 


looked after themselves, and didn’t worry about the rest. 
Everybody knew that. It was the way, for Christsakes. 
Because if you decided to be a leader for any other reason, 
it almost definitely meant you were nuts. Insane people 
couldn’t handle the pressures of politics. It was just that 
simple. Being self-focused didn’t make you a good leader, 
but not being self-focused made you a bad leader. If you 
thought you had lifes answers, enough so that you could 
give those answers to others, it was always a problem. 
Everyone he’d ever known who thought that they had any 
answer for anyone other than themselves, was either a 
saint with no need of worldly power, or more likely, a 
megalomaniac.” 


“But,” squawked a lady, “if everybody in politics is 
selfish, who’ll protect us from all the selfish people taking 
everything?” Her brow was heavily knit, as if she feared 
politicians might suddenly swoop in and steal everything 
on-the-spot. 


Tuckersin spread his arms in a cocky brand of 
maniacal shrug. “No one will, and no one does. Welcome to 
reality, babe. No need for heavy theory, because that’s how 
things work already. Like I said, saints don’t need worldly 
power. When everybody’s a saint, there won’t be any 
politicians.” 


The woman nodded at this, completely satisfied. 
Whatever convictions she might’ve held, they appeared to 
be easily assuaged. 


“Hey!” aman squawked. “Are you saying if nobody was 
selfish, it would lead to anarchy?” 


“Yeah,” Tuckersin nodded. “Yeah, I think that’s 
correct. Anyway, we’re getting sidetracked. The day after 
the big ceremony, I told everybody I was sick. It was real 
bad, I said, puking everywhere, the works. Way, way 
contagious. Yes, it was definitely high-time to go on holiday, 
to go to a health spa or something. I told the client, via a 
lackey, that I was impossibly grateful for everything, that I 
hoped to be in contact with him. I’d never had qualms 
about who I worked with before. Now I felt I couldn’t risk 
giving my talents to the faithful. Not these faithful, at least. 
I don’t know. Maybe I overreacted. They just creeped me 
out. I got out of there. The next time I talked to that 
operator, I had developed connections that would have 
made it unwise for him to try exerting pressure on me. 

Naturally he talked a lot about the good old days and how 
great it would be to get back to it. I humored him outta 
courtesy. He blabbed a lot about how back then was when 
he learned the importance of people connecting with one 
another or something. Inane shit, pardon my language. My 
takeaway from those times was different. You can never get 
in too deep. Keep yourself at arms-length. As for the 
faithful, they’re still in office, still in power, and I’m certain 
the sect is stronger than ever. All the fears I had seem like 
unfounded bias now, because they’re governing fine, as far 
as I can tell. And that island, from what I remember, is 
their retirement center.” 


Shelley lifted her tricorn hat slightly to scratch her 
head. “Retirement center, you say? Quite an odd resort.” 
She took in the crowd. It seemed that half the ship had 
gathered around the two while Tuckersin was talking. 

Shelley was flanked by Deekus and Ross. Curious cruisers 
were all around. Lahern, Qice and Tarko stood together on 
the periphery. The simple tale had fascinated everyone. 
The captain silently prayed there wouldn’t be more 
political questions. 


“You know,” said Qice, “I find it all strangely relatable. 
I bet I’ve talked to some of these cult guys before, and 
didn’t even know it.” 


Tuckersin explained that the Retirement Island was at 
once the faiths ultimate reward, and a concrete 
approximation of their desirable society. The hallowed 
elders had searched far and wide for the location that 
would require the least amount of thought and effort to live 
in, the place where consciousness could be kept at a 
minimum. The strange soot-like volcanic material of that 
island was discovered to be packed with beneficial 
minerals. It absorbed rainwater and kept it relatively fresh, 
allowing for eating and drinking to be tended to at the same 
time. The acolytes had erected the black igloos for the 
retirees. Those allowed to dwell on the island were the 
most distinguished, indeed revered, of the sects top 
echelon. After a lifetime of faultless service, the outside 
world was told that they were dead, along with any family 
not part of the faith. They then ingested a root that caused 


forgetfulness. In the hour-or-so before the active 
ingredient entered the bloodstream, they said any final 
farewells and were loaded onto the blessed boats that made 
the secret trip to the island, under cover of night, moving 
swift and quiet. They were dropped off there and left to 
enjoy their well-earned reward, an obliviousness nearly as 
holy as full oblivion. One day, the sect prayed, all people 
would be able to live this way, until reproduction ceased, 
and all problems were solved. 


Shelley pulled the black island material out of her 
pocket. She turned it over dreamily in her hand. “To think 
that doing nothing all day but eating this stuff is thought of 
as the ultimate reward to powerful politicians.” 


A woman squawked, “I don’t get it! Why do they think 
it’s so great to live on that island?” 


Qice said, “He was saying, it’s because they think that 
all thought and effort is evil. On the island they don’t have 
to think, because food and water is always right there. 
They have no responsibilities, see.” 


A bearded guy asked, “Why do they think thinking is 
evil?” 


Tuckersin shrugged. “They explained it, but I didn’t 
really absorb it. Plus, this was all decades ago. Who knows 
how much I’ve forgotten, or even got wrong?” 


Lahern called out, “Please excuse my father, the so- 
called speech master, for not being very eloquent. What 


he’s trying to get across is that these people are a thing 
called ‘nihilists’. That means they don’t like life very much, 
for any number of reasons.” 


The bearded guy nodded. “No, he got that across fine. 
I was just wondering about the numbers of reasons why 
they are that way.” 


Tuckersin laughed, a short, braying laugh like an 
excitable horse. “Too much. But my child isn’t wrong. 
Nihilist would be the correct term. But there’s all sorts of 
nihilists. They’re all over the place, I’ve known a million of 
‘em. These few are the only ones I’ve ever known of to have 
any interest - I mean even the faintest interest - in 
controlling how other folks live their lives. For the gigantic 
majority of nihilists, that’s antithetical to how they think. 
It’s funny, thinking what might make someone into a nihilist. 
There can be odd humours, twistings and windings of the 
bodily balances, too much stomach acid, inflamed nasal 
cavities, any number of ailments big and small, that can 
make folks hate life. I think really bad insomnia is probably 
the strongest physical indicator of a proclivity in that 
direction. Sometimes, it’s less of that, and more of an 
intellectual conclusion, a more-or-less intelligent 
philosophical determination that no life is better than some 
life. Often enough, it might be both. Once folks reach a 
conclusion, any conclusion, they’ll rationalize it however 
they want, in ways sensible and senseless. This sect had 
their wants and desires, and they rationalized them after 
the fact. That’s almost all philosophy and religion, culture 


and ethics, Hells bells, almost all of everything folks think, 
for my money. We feel, we act, we make excuses later. But 
we Sell the excuses so hard, we even sell ourselves on them. 
Christ-on-a-stick, I’m really rambling. Age is beating the 
Hell out of my brain. Where was I? 


“T probably hadn’t thought of those turkeys for years, 
until now. What we were gawking at from the side of the 
boat was a collection of some of the most distinguished 
figures in high society from along the northern coast. We 
got an exclusive peek at their later years, something almost 
nobody sees. And all we’ve got to show for it is that lousy 
rock. I suppose it was inevitable that someone would find 
the island. Surely the sect must realize that.” 


As the speech ended, the speaking ramped up. The 
theories had flown freely around the ship before Tuckersins 
recollections. After, they proliferated out-of-control. Every 
other passenger had their own theory for who belonged to 
the sect, what it was called, who Tuckersins client was, 
what everyones real motive was, and more. Tarko could 
hardly listen to all the nonsense floating around 
everywhere. When he’d looked out his window and seen 
those figures wandering, he’d felt a kinship. Before he’d 
heard Tuckersins tale, that kinship had developed in his 
imagination. Now, if any of what the savvy mutated- 
continent operator said was true, that kinship was ended. 
Tarko had no place for those who attacked life. 


And yet. And yet... And yet he couldn’t stop thinking 
about them, couldn’t put them out of his mind. 


And yet. 


Captain Shelley had returned to putting her full focus 
on her duties. For the time, she was brushing aside any 
further discussion of the island or the story. Ross was 
swabbing the deck, head down, meticulous, efficient. 
Deekus was conferring with crewmembers over mundane 
ship business. Everyone was haunted by the days events. 
The crew delt with this haunting as they delt with most 
things in life, by diving further into their work. The 
passengers delt as they did with most things in life, by 
blabbering. Tuckersin had retreated belowdecks, to avoid 
getting mobbed by questions. The poor man was surely 
regretting saying anything, Tarko thought. The sensible 
people were all running. The senseless people were having 
a field day. It was idle speculation unchained. 


Tarko, Qice and Lahern drifted away from the crowd. 
Looking for a place with less noise, they came to the 
reading room. Though it was conveniently located, it was 
rarely crowded. Something about that librarys musty 
quaintness seemed to drive away blabberers. The three 
plopped themselves down in comfy old chairs. Thinking. 
Qice asked Lahern, “Did you ever encounter any groups like 
this? I hear secret societies are all over the northern ports 
of the mutated southern continent.” 


Lahern nodded. “The region’s lousy with them. Most 
lack any real philosophical or spiritual conviction. They’re 
more exclusionist social clubs than true cults. Ifthe 
powerful old aristocrats want to ship themselves off to some 
remote island where they’re out of everyones hair, they 
have my blessing. A hundredfold sorcerous blessings in fact. 
Father says “They must have known the island would be 
found’. I don’t know if they’re that smart or not, but why 
hide it? I suppose it comes back to politics, that field for the 
greedy and deranged. You’ve got to have a certain lower- 
primate kind of mind for that line of work. As I know only 
too well.” 


Qice rubbed his chin. “The only reason I can see for 
hiding the ‘retirement center’ would be to prevent people 
from asking questions. If someone recognized enough of 
these old influential figures that were supposed to be dead, 
it could be pretty puzzling. ‘Course, they probably look 
different than the last time anyone saw them. But the 
island is such a weird curiosity, if it was known of, it’s likely 
many folks would visit just to gawk, increasing the chance 
that a few people could be recognized. Then, the question 
‘How did this happen?’ is natural. Based on what your 
pappie said, the nihilists probably don’t want that. Folks 
find out their favorite mayor is part of a cult that wants 
living things to stop existing. Suddenly, you might not be so 
comfortable with him kissing your baby anymore.” 


Lahern nodded, eyes squinting in thought. “Yes. All 
totally elementary, but you’re not entirely without sense. 


Nonetheless, even if more than one person believed they 
could identify more than one islander, nobody could make 
anything stick. At best it would be a mere urban legend to 
most listeners. Unless the cult was so incompetent as to 
allow their boat to be caught. The location, not all that far 
from a natural route between the bustling ports of New 
Cancun and Clarisso, is unideal for secrecy. Still, it’s clear 
why they would have chosen it. Where else could one find 
that unique mineral, that doubles as food and drink? Let’s 
hope for the sake of our crazed cultists that their order 
doesn’t become too successful, or the happily retired 
matriarchs and patriarchs might eat their home away. 
Unless it has some way of regenerating. Could it be a living 
thing? Oh, what I wouldn’t give to get my hands on the 
stuff. Who can guess what magnificent sorcerous 
properties it might have?” 


Qice shrugged. “I dunno ‘bout that.” 
“No,” said Lahern, “of course you don’t.” 


Tarko looked up from his brooding, turning pensive 
eyes towards Lahern. “Friend, can you guess what kind of 
sorcerous properties the rock might have?” 


“That’s a really annoying question. I don’t know, I can’t 
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guess. Who can? Try ‘lots’. 


“That’s a fair answer, but I guess what I’m saying-“ 
here Lahern tried to talk over Tarko, but Tarko raised the 
volume of his voice and continued unabated- “is that you 


must have some idea of what sorcerous properties it could 
have, or there’s no reason for the enthusiasm.” 


“Absolutely wrong. Detecting sorcerous potential is a 
matter of aura perception. You shouldn’t worry yourself 
about it. You’ll never be an expert.” 


“Yeah,” said Qice, “I bet you need to have the mind for 
it.” 
“Correct.” 


“T also bet a real sorcery expert would know the types 
of uses different aural categories might be put to. Like, if 
it’s a strange mineral within such-and-such aura-range, 
what sort of things would you do with that? It can’t be the 
Same as a plant in this range or a fungus in that range. It 
all sounds like alchemy, now that I think of it.” 


Lahern rested his forehead on his fingers in a 
presentation of exasperation. “Please stop talking.” 


“Pal, there’s no need for theatrics.” 
“Clown, you try my patience at all times.” 


“Oh really. And what would happen if your patience 
ran out?” 


“You don’t want an answer to that.” 
“Yeah I do.” 

“Uh, no you don’t.” 

“Uh, yeah I do.” 


“Ummm, no, no, you really don’t.” 


With difficulty, Tarko stifled a laugh. “Gentlemen, 
gentlemen, please. That’s enough. Such minor stuff 
shouldn’t cause strife between us. Why get so invested in a 
rock? For that matter, why get so invested in the doings of 
some eccentric sect with no power or influence over our 
own lives?” 


Lahern said, “Spoken like a man who’s very invested in 
some eccentric sect with no power or influence over our 
lives.” 


Tarko trained a steely stare at Lahern. “Orange friend, 
only I know what goes on in my mind.” 


“True,” said Qice. “But, Tark, you’ve looked like this 
stuff has had some kinda effect on you. You almost looked 
worried when Tuckersin was talking about it. Am I way 
off?” 


“Not entirely. While all the hullabaloo was going on, I 
was busy with my drawing, as is my wont. I completed 
some unusually detailed renderings. Then, a strange 
feeling came over me. I happened to look out the window 
just as we were turning from that wretched isle. I saw the 
filthy inhabitants.” 


Lahern said, “They weren’t that filthy.” 


“Certainly. I saw the mildly-filthy inhabitants for only a 
moment. That moment left an impression. Some 
temporary suggestibility in my mind, some strange twisting 


of an ill humour, made me feel an illusory kinship with those 
forlorn creatures.” 


Lahern said, “I don’t think they felt forlorn.” 


“T agree with that completely. It’s only the most forlorn 
of all, who can’t even feel it.” 


Lahern shrugged. “That might make sense.” He was 
well-and-truly lost. 


“Indeed it might. I saw them, those forlorn figures, 
and I felt an uncanny kinship. When I heard who they 
really were, that illusion was broken. That is certainly what 
you Saw.” 


“Sure,” said Qice, “I see what you’re saying. But still. 
Yeah, we saw them, and I bet Tuckersin has a basic grasp of 
what the group is like. Even though all that happened a 
long time ago, and memory is faulty, he strikes me asa 
really sharp guy.” 


Lahern said, “I wouldn’t bet too much money on his 
sharpness.” 


“Oh, he’s not actually that bright? Tell me more.” 
“T will not. Don’t inquire of private family matters.” 


“Yeah, well I imagine Tuckersin is the sharpest 
sonofabitch on the sharp shelf.” Lahern snorted, but added 
nothing more. Qice continued, “He wouldn’t make such 
claims unless he knew what he was talking about. He has 
no reason to lie about some weird random stuff.” 


Lahern said, “He might just want attention.” 


Qice shook his head. “Can’t imagine that. If Tuckersin 
wanted attention, all he’d have to do is talk. He’s smart 
enough that I’d listen to any subject he chose, and I’m 
definitely not the only one.” 


Lahern rolled his eyes. “Oh, the praise is going sky- 
high. I guess clowns stick together.” 


“Hey, buddy, you better show some respect for your 
pappie. He’s the one bankrolling this lifestyle you lead.” 


Tarko said, “Gentlemen! Come now. Let’s not get off 
track. What I gather from all this is that we all find the sect 
to be fascinating, in spite of ourselves. Am I wrong?” 


Qice shook his head. “Nope, old buddy, you’re not 
wrong. Old Tuck might regret telling us about them. But I 
do wanna know more, just like everyone else. We don’t 
have a whole lot to do on this boat. Speaking personally, if 
recent history is any indication, inaction is bad forme. Now 
that I’m not drinking near as often, I’ve got all this surplus 
energy. It’s great, man, really nice. But I don’t wanna just 
sit on it, I wanna do something with it. What say we try to 
learn more about the sect when we reach Clarisso? I’m in 
the mood to be a nosey gumshoe.” 


Lahern chortled. “Such childishness. And yet. I would 
like to know more about this odd group that my spaced-out 
old man got entangled with. I need that island mineral 
sample, but I dread to think of what might happen to 


anyone even considering theft from Captain Shelley. Even if 
the item stolen was just one lousy rock. On the other hand, 
it’s probable the sect will have spare black island rock at 
their base. Infiltration... yes. It might be the best option.” 


Tarko pursed his lips. These thoughts that raced 
through his mind, these feelings that raced through his 
heart, were personal matters. He didn’t want to try his 
friends patience, didn’t want to treat them as gratis 
therapists. But he had to talk to someone. He never felt 
that way. Now, he felt that way. After a moment, he said, “I 
wish to put an end to any shadow of a doubt in my mind. Do 
you not feel it, friends? Are you not assailed by this doubt? 
I felt a connection, however illusory. All of my life, at least 
all of it that can be called an ‘adult life’ by any meaningful 
definition of the word ‘adult’, has been laser-focused on a 
purpose, on my quest of True Romance. There is no reason 
to skirt around it - fora moment, at that moment in time 
when I saw those figures - truly, even before I saw them - I 
felt aimless, I felt alienated from any purpose. I felta 
kinship with the pitiable aimless masses. It could be that 
this was a healthy feeling, that it was a bubbling to the 
surface of some compassion which I rarely give myself time 
to engage in. Nothing less, nothing more. It could be. And 
yet. And yet, and yet, and yet. Yet I want to speak to these 
enemies of purpose, to see them for myself, up close, in 
their natural element, and discover. And discover.” He 
lapsed into silence. 


“Tark old buddy”, said Qice. “You’re right about the 
compassion thing. It’s good to be able to feel, even if only a 
little bit, a sliver of a sliver, to feel what it’s like to be your 
fellow man. For just a second. That’s commendable. I say 
you got nothing to worry about. But I also say that there’s 
no reason why you shouldn’t get your wish. You have your 
art. I don’t know anything about this lady you’re after, but 
it sounds... it sounds like there’s nothing angry or wrong 
about it, about your special quest, as long as you respect 
other people and listen to their views, their wishes. If 
you’re not forceful, then... then maybe there’s even 
something great about it.” 


Tarko raised his eyebrows. Odd that Qice would even 
slightly hedge, when it came to such an obviously holy and 
important matter as the life quest. He chose not to 
question it too deeply. Everyone has their own ways of 
seeing things, their own reasons. “Certainly, there would 
be no circumstance in which I wouldn’t respect the wishes 
of others, their privacy, their personal space, et cetera. But 
I can understand, with such a fierce and holy quest, how 
there might be concern that I, or anyone really, could 
accidentally get overzealous. Not that that would suddenly 
make me pass beyond the bounds of propriety.” He looked 
down. “In truth, though, there are all types in this warped 
and twisted world. Perish the thought, some might even 
pass beyond the bounds of morality, if they thought it would 
aid their purpose. I hope never to be mistaken for one who 


could support such overzealous mania. That would bea 
dark day indeed!” 


There was a reflective pause. Lahern, usually quick to 
label Tarkos quest as mere insanity, found himself unusually 
tongue-tied. Was the Baboonoid scribbler actually thinking 
philosophically? Was he venturing beyond the narrow 
confines of his “laser-focused” world, the constrictive pap of 
his “holy quest”? This merited further examination. 
Perhaps the soft-spoken brute had more merit than was 
readily apparent. Lahern stroked his chin. The thought 
nearly tickled him pink, but- what if this creative hobo were 
viewing his own sorcerous personage with the same type of 
analytical interest that he had lately been focusing on 
Tarko? Sometimes, Lahern felt the fellow would be capable 
of it. There were depths behind that clumsy amateur- 
gentleman facade. Perhaps this outing of the Farewell 
wouldn’t be as much of a wash as he had first predicted. 
Particularly not if he could get his hands on some of that 
scrumptious rock... His thoughts fell into a chaotic jumble 
of overlapping daydreams. 


Qice looked at Tarko with an affection like that of an 
older brother. “Buddy, I for one would never have any 
confusion about all that. You respect people. Bottom line 
is, these sect guys bug us. We all like to have something 
going, some project or goal or what-have-you. Well, this is 
it. We got a good goal. I’ve known so many secret societies, 
I’m almost like a collector now. Maybe that should be my 


second act. I could write books about secret societies! 
What a perfect excuse to use a pen name. Brilliant.” 


From the hallway, Tuckersin heard the group talking. 
He popped into the reading room. His eyes, intense at 
normal times, were feverishly sweating with unwanted 
excitation. “You guys are not talking about investigating 
the sect, are you?” 


Lahern turned to his father with studied nonchalance, 
leaning back further into the easy chair. “Why yes, Father, 
we undoubtably were. We’re going to be gumshoes. Why, 
are you planning on doing something about it?” 


“Listen.” Tuckersins eyes darted between Tarko and 
Qice, giving little regard to his wild son. “You gotta 
reconsider. Half the stupid berks on this ship are now in 
some little group, plotting their investigation of the sect. I 
don’t know what insanity made me mention it. Truly, I feel 
that some secrets resurface, after being held down 
unconsciously for so long, with such meteoric pressurized 
force that they bust through the confines of good sense!” 
(Strange language, Tarko thought to himself, coming from 
the canny operative - it sounded more like something he 
would say. What’s more, he agreed with it.) “But what am I 
saying. How does that lame excuse help me? Come on, 
guys. I only meant to tell the story for general interest. For 
some damn reason, at that damn moment, despite my 
decades of experience to know better, I thought people 


would have enough good sense not to poke the hornets 
nest.” 


Lahern stifled an artificial yawn. “Father, for all your 
many faults, this level of cravenness isn’t something I would 
have expected from you. Why get so worked up over this 
one little group? If there are so many public officials in it, 
what do they gain from assassinating anybody, and risking 
even greater attention and damage? And over what? 
Surely you’re not worried about the state of your career, 
this late in the game? Do we not have enough funds?” 


“Listen to me, boy, for once in your life. Nothing is off 
the table for people like this. You’re applying sense to the 
matter, which was never your strong suite anyway. But the 
sect will probably - I say probably, not definitely - follow the 
dictates of good sense as closely as they’re capable of, up to 
a point. For most cults, after that point is crossed, all bets 
are off. And there’s no way to know where that point is. 
That’s the trick. You’ll only know once you’ve crossed it. 
Once it’s too late. It might be nothing. You might be right. 
They might be too nihilistic and lazy to work themselves up 
to doing anything stupid. We don’t know. And we don’t 
need to find out.” 


Qice said, “Mr. Bouliette.” 
Lahern asked, “Yeah?” 


“Hold on a sec, Lahern.” He turned back to Tuckersin. 
“Mr. Bouliette. I greatly respect your perspective. Because 
you’ve always been good at staying out of the limelight, I’ve 


never read that much about you. I sure wouldn’t have 
recognized you. But now that memory has time to return, I 
can recall a few snippets. And whenever I’ve caught a 
snippet here or there about your work, it’s always been 
obvious, you’re a bigtime operator. You know what you’re 
talking about, and you don’t open your mouth to spout 
nonsense, ever. That’s rare, especially in politics. I might 
be talking outta my ass here. But I’ve been in showbiz for a 
damn long time. If there’s anybody who might know even 
more about secret societies - I say might know more - it 
could be me. You can’t believe how many little sects are all 
over the entertainment industry.” 


“Believe me, I can. I’ve seen it. In some of the places 
I’ve worked, the frenemy relationship between politics and 
showbiz is really close, the two communities even tighter 
than what you might be used to, as someone typically on the 
road. I’ve seen it. I know you’re probably a world class 
expert on the subject of how to navigate cults. Between you 
and Tarkos reputation for uncommon good sense, there’s 
nobody I’d rather have looking after my son on sucha 
venture.” 


“Hey Dad,” said Lahern. “Fuck you. Seriously. I’m 
sixty-three. Fuck you for talking down to me like that.” His 
face was a mask of malice and vulnerability. 


Tuckersin continued, undeterred, “You would be the 
pair I’d choose as safe to look into things. The problem is 
that every other goofball on this ship also wants to find 


things out for themselves. You can see how that’s not 
conducive to stealth.” 


Tarko nodded. “It’s like coming into Clarisso with a 
giant banner announcing our intent. Say, I know this isa 
massive digression, good Tuck, but I notice you lack any 
orange body hair.” 


Tuckersin laughed. “Oh, you should have seen how 
hairy his mother was. She was a great woman. You guys 
woulda loved her.” 


Laherns expression changed completely. “Father, can 
we please not talk about my mother with these people.” 


Tuckersin looked at his son consolingly, a look that held 
deep histories. He continued, “Yes, it’s not stealthy. Not 
one bit. I’d love it if you guys could at least serve as an 
example. Tell everyone that you’re not gonna poke the 
hornets nest. People respect you guys.” 


Qice said, “Maybe. But do you really think they’ll listen 
to us? I feel like on the Farewell to Kings, everyone’s pretty 
much doing their own thing.” 


Tuckersin, still standing in the entryway, cradled his 
head in his hands. “I know. I know. I know. I know. I just 
can’t think of what to do with this. Oh Goddddddd damn it, 
what have I got myself into?” 


Tarko said, “Friend. Don’t worry. I know this may be 
small consolation. But as a man of Romance, I feel that 
things will be alright. I will talk to these faithful folk. I will 


communicate with them. And we will come away 
unharmed. I can’t explain how I know this. But it’s Destiny. 
I just know that it’s our Destiny.” 


The Farewell flew across the waves towards the mutated 
southern continent. The humidity was unpleasantly high, 
but the stench was under control. As they approached 
Clarisso, there was hope that they’d seen the worst steam- 
bath heat of the year. The mood around the ship was 
relaxed. No cruisers felt any concern over the upcoming 
bevy of cult investigations. 


Captain Shelley tried to relax. It was impossible. She 
spoke with Tuckersin. “I’ve captained this ship for years. I 
never woulda thought this many people would be this 
stupid. There’s something about that whole island incident 
that’s drawn curiosity. I confess I feel it too. Once people 
leave my ship, I can’t tell them what to do. If they want to 
go harass a cult, I guess that’s their problem. Maybe 
there’s nothing to worry about. Between you and I, does 
this sect have a name?” 


“Many. They normally call themselves the Sect, but I 
guess the second-most-common would be the Family Circle. 
Don’t tell that to anybody, though. We don’t need them 
making any progress in their amateur detection.” 


Shelley nodded. “Look, I know you feel bad, but even 
the smoothest pros have slip-ups. Just try to enjoy the 
cruise. Clarisso can be a lovely city.” 


“Yeah, I guess. It’s also a hotbed of cult activity. But 
I’ve made a private vow to stop giving two shits about the 
people on board or what they do. My lunatic idiot son 
wants to try stealing a rock from a powerful cult? Great. 
When the orange boy ends up in several different trash 
bags, he’ll be less of a financial strain. As for the rest of 
them, who honestly ever gave a shit? Apart from a few 
notable exceptions who we both know, they’re all small-time 
small potatoes. I like a lot of them, though. What does it 
even mean to me, at this age, who’s “important” or not? I 
wonder why I even still think of the word in that context. 
Must be force of habit from years in politics.” He pondered 
this. It had rotted him away, he decided. Politics had 
corroded his soul. He laughed at his own foolishness, as 
Shelley looked on with raised eyebrow. “Clarisso,” he 
intoned. “What a lovely city. A great place to bring your 
kids up.” And he laughed, and laughed, and laughed as the 
ship bounded over the waves. 


A modest crowd gathered on deck when the dark 
coastline came into sight. Evening was approaching. 
Belowdecks, Tarko napped. His napping became deep 
enough for dream. He dreamt the Farewell to Kings was 
sailing through still, black waters. The sky above was 
radiant. Prismatic light rays rained down, disappearing 
without a trace in the fathomless waters. They were sailing 
towards a horizon of heavy blackness. Everyone was 
singing sea chanteys. The tunes sounded vaguely familiar, 
but the lyrics were all nonsense words. They sang and 


sang, swaying their arms and jigging about, and as they 
sang, their eyeballs began to come out. They came out with 
small popping sounds, one at a time, bloodlessly, rolling 
around the deck like discarded toys. Air whistled through 
the sockets, a hauntingly mundane wind, like a small 
puncture in a giant balloon. The people slowly deflated. 
Their limbs and heads flopped and crumpled into flaccid 
flatness, as if they had only ever been human-shaped 
balloons. After a point, they could no longer sing anymore. 
Tarko savored the silence. Though it wasn’t truly silent, 
with the many thin whistlings still coming from multiple eye 
sockets, and the soft rolling of gentle black surf against the 
side of the ship, it was close enough. At last the final bits of 
air left everyone besides Tarko. As they flopped down like 
big wrinkly pancakes, they became liquified. Soon all that 
was left was a series of colored puddles on the deck. That 
spotlessly clean deck absorbed the fluid, and the ship began 
deflating. It floated for a while longer, unevenly warping, 
getting flatter and shorter by the second, along the surface, 
eyeballs rolling around the bumpy deck and tumbling into 
the sea. Then the whole thing sank slightly below, and was 
suddenly subsumed by the darkness, as if subject to an 
indecent magic trick. Now you see it. Now you don’t. The 
prismatic rain fell on the silent black waves. 


He woke slowly, irritable, itchy, a dull throbbing in his 
sinuses. If he normally had dreams this strange, he didn’t 
remember them. He rarely remembered his dreams. If 
he’d had the luck to dream of his Destiny Lady, he would 


have gone to great pains to recall the details. 
Unfortunately, it seemed all he ever dreamt was the typical 
nonsense soup of leftover thought-waste. He didn’t care 
about any of that. With this sleeping vision of the dark 
ocean, he remembered everything perfectly, as well as he 
remembered his vivid daydream of the black island. They 
were the only visions he had ever remembered with any 
fidelity besides those of his Destiny Lady. He wouldn’t allow 
the latter visions to leave his memory, not for anything, 
unless it were a final manifestation of the Destiny meeting, 
the two of them face to face at last - the thought made him 
uncomfortably excited, at his age. As to these new visions, 
he would give them away free of charge to the first person 
he could. He knew this didn’t mean the visions were 
without meaning, without merit. He took no relish in them, 
but if they communicated something, that something might 
have real importance. Perhaps, though, they were just 
weird dreams. Aberrations of a mind stressed by the 
seeming dead end it had reached. Why his mind might hold 
onto such a thing, he didn’t even care to speculate. 


Art had been one of his most important avenues 
towards the aim of his quest. Now Tarko found that avenue 
had taken him nowhere. He had crafted drawings of 
remarkable fidelity, yet he felt no closer than when he had 
started sketching. Could it be that his sense for Destiny 
had been deadened, somewhere along the way - that there 
was real progress, and he just couldn’t detect it? Perhaps 
he’d made some vital mistake when he’d begun the artistic 


enterprise. What if he’d trained himself to sculpt? It was 
clear why he hadn’t. Aside from an enjoyment of drawing 
going back to his childhood, sculptures were more 
expensive to produce, required more space, were much 
heavier to transport, and weren’t as forgiving of a trial-and- 
error approach, among other things. When he’d received 
his first holy revelation of Romance, he’d already been 
scraping by on drawings. It was only natural that he would 
put the skill he had towards his new quest. It had helped 
him to travel all around in a sustainable way, furnishing him 
with merchandise which almost always had a market. It 
was the merchandise of the imagination, of pure desire. 
That had been pragmatic. Without the means to gain 
income while moving around, it would’ve been much more 
taxing to search through all those crowds, in all those 
different places. If he was destined to meet his Destiny 
Lady, then as long as he took action and continued to travel, 
he would meet her. Destiny didn’t require any outside 
means of manifestation. It was simply an oil to help the 
gears along. No, when he really looked at it, he wasn’t all 
that concerned about the artworks, about the manifestation 
enterprise. He realized he had never put that much faith in 
it anyway. 

But if the seeming failure of his art wasn’t what was 
really bugging him, making him feel this way, then what 
was? Why, why, when everything was going great and he 
had finally found friends that he actually respected, when 


he had a stable place to sleep and was able to finally relax, 
why was he so damnably sad all of a sudden? 


He recalled all the things his friends had said. He 
thought of Qice. He thought of Deekus. Of Ross. Of the 
inimitable Captain Shelley. He spared a thought for Lahern, 
and for his father Tuckersin. He thought of Pert and 
Gaarth, only recently beginning to show their faces on deck 
after their vicious New Cancun bender. All these faces and 
more, he thought of. Out of all these, only Qice was a True 
Romantic, thought Lahern, in his madness, could certainly 
approximate one, at times. But what did that mean? What 
was a “True Romantic”? The question rang in his throbbing 
head. Another came up close behind it. Could one lose this 
status, go from being a Romantic, to no longer being a 
Romantic? Surely not. A True Romantic was a being of 
Destiny. The question rang out again - “What is a True 
Romantic?” 


The sect of the black island, from what he understood, 
was surely an example of what was not romantic, of the 
antithesis of Romance. But now Tarko felt his idea of the 
character of the True Romantic - determined, focused, 
chosen by Destiny - was simply inadequate. There was 
something he was missing. At Jeast one thing. What was 
the meaning of Romance? Tarko thought that if Romance 
had a shape, it would be a ring. Could one become so 
Romantic that one went to the other end of the ring, went 
all the way around, until one became indistinguishable from 
the wretched nihilists that were the antithesis of Romance, 


in the way that the deepest sage and the shallowest idiot 
could seem to mimic one-another? Tarko thought of this. 
He thought of himself, at the height of his artistic powers, 
touching on something that brought him to that other side 
of the ring. He thought of the idea, he conceived of the 
notion. Would he not then feel sympathy with his opposite? 
Does the wise man not feel profound sympathy with the 
lowliest idiot? Does the transcendent sage not view the 
drooling nincompoop as peer and compatriot? His head 
buzzed with musings. And he laughed. Tears welled up in 
his eyes, eyes bright as he rolled about and around on his 
groaning hammock, feeling that those eyes would pop, one 
by one, from their sockets, that the air would rush whistling 
out, that the radiant light would burst out in prismatic rays 
radiating from that fathomless darkness, that he would 
deflate until he was a used balloon, then liquify, 
multicolored fluid leaking through the hammock strings and 
onto the cabin floor. 


Oh, how his head buzzed. How he laughed! 


And he thought of his life. He thought of everything, 
thought of it all, for he was in no hurry. He felt as if he 
would never again be in any kind of hurry. And he felt that 
he was at the greatest comedy show, a show that would 
make a younger, more ambitious Qice Kalcollins green with 
envy. Oh, if only he could express it to the man! Seeing 
those years of belief. Seeing himself, moving forward and 
believing himself to have such profound knowledge of the 
answers, of the very keys to Destiny. Did such keys even 


exist? He had been so sure, and it had all seemed so real. 
What had changed? 


What had changed? 


He chuckled then, a chuckle like a sagacious sob. He 
couldn’t let it out any more than it wanted to. But it wanted 
to be out. Just not as quickly as one might like. Tarko was 
chuckling, and his Baboonoid face was scrunching, the 
purple fading to white and black, so puckered and weird 
that he looked almost normal in some odd way. How had it 
come to this? How indeed. He was trying to bea 
gentleman, not just some shiftless wanderer. He was acting 
like he had a purpose. He thought of the image of his 
Destiny Lady, and now his head hurt too much, it hurt so 
much, in fact, that he was briefly worried there might be 
some need of medical aid. Great galloping Heavens. He 
had believed that he knew so much, and now he had seen 
how baseless that all was, and nothing had changed. Nota 
God damn thing had changed. 


Everything had changed. 


He rolled upright then, he tried to pop his eyes back 
into their sockets, to reinflate himself. Nothing doing. 
Everything was the same, and everything had changed, and 
he didn’t know what to do any more. He had made the 
sketches, daddy. Could he have his girlfriend now? Nowa 
fresh round of chuckling was welling up. He muttered the 
words quietly to himself from the midst of his chest-rocking 
chuckles. “I want my girlfriend now, daddy. I did all the 


sketches like you asked. But they never took me. They 
never wanted a weird baboon-face, did they? No. No. 
Once an orphan, always... Always.” And the chuckles died, 
and there was silence. Tarko looked at his hands, not 
knowing what to do with himself. From the deck above, he 
heard voices talking in agony. He thought it was Tuckersin 
and Shelley, worrying that everybody was going to get in 
trouble with the sect. He normally couldn’t hear such 
things from his cabin. He climbed out of the hammock. He 
grabbed a blank piece of paper lying on the desk. He rolled 
it up into a cone. He stood on his chair. He put the point of 
the cone to his ear. He found that if he stood on his tiptoes, 
the large end of the cone could reach the ceiling. Ah yes. 
The voices were still muffled, but he could make out a few 
words. He only listened for a minute. One phrase caught 
his attention, resonated with him somehow. “Family Circle”. 
He filed it in his mind. He eased into his hammock, rolled 
over, and fell back to sleep. 


The passengers couldn’t wait to see the strangeness of the 
mutated southern continent. The few kids aboard couldn’t 
stop talking about the trees with slimy eyes, which were 
rumored to be commonplace in-and-around Clarisso. They 
pestered Tuckersin with questions about them, whenever 
they gathered in an unruly mob and ran up on deck to seek 
him out and play with his dog. He tried to temper their 
expectations. “Every now and then you'll see a tree witha 
slimy eye. The eyeball is usually small and unimpressive. It 


can be green or brown. Sometimes the stare might track 
you a little. Once you’ve seen one you’ve pretty much seen 
them all.” To the folk of the mutated southern continent, 
slimy tree eyes were just a typical type of tree parasite, not 
much more interesting than Dutch elm disease. Spending 
much time looking at one was a sure sign of a tourist. None 
of this meant anything to the kids. They spent hours 
drawing imaginary trees covered with eyeballs, and hours 
more arguing about whose drawings were best. 


The cloud-scraping spires of Clarisso came into view 
from far out at sea. Tuckersin said that most of the 
buildings were unimpressive, and the citizens were 
perfectly happy that way. Beautiful tall buildings had been 
commissioned over thirty years ago in hopes of giving the 
city a distinctive vibe. The endgame was to capture the 
imaginations of out-of-towners. Their height was actually 
impractical. The city put its municipal offices in them 
because nobody else wanted the space. The kids listened to 
all this from the periphery, as they played with the dog. 
Soon they were drawing glistening spires. The white 
marble held the light of the lowering sun more and more 
beautifully as the Farewell got closer. For a few minutes, the 
evening sky turned a dull red, and the contrast of dull sky 
and shining spire made for a scene that held all the kids 
and most of the adults entranced. As the gloaming 
deepened and the spires turned from fluorescent pink to 
deep purple, Tuckersin could only admire the artistic and 
marketing brilliance at work. None would have been 


ashamed, then, that their staring might have marked them 
as tourists, even if they had been in a crowd of the hippest 
locals. 


Most buildings of the town were simple, sturdy adobe- 
and-mahogany structures, with porthole windows and 
wavily ridged roofs predominating. Tuckersin hadn’t been 
wrong in calling them unimpressive. The landscape around 
the city was verdant with tropical growth, some of it 
mutated, most not. The city itself was filled with seemly 
gardens. They snaked through the urban landscape, 
proliferating like moss in any unused space. The civic 
gardeners who tended them were paid comfortable 
salaries. It was a desirable, competitive job. Tree eyes, 
which were never seen as desirable by local botanists, were 
nowhere to be found in any city garden. Lahern happily 
gave this news to the children, whose love of his father 
irked him. They didn’t pay him much mind. Nobody was 
more tired of Laherns bullshit than the kids. By the time 
the anchor was dropped, it would have been too dark to go 
around eyeball-searching anyway. 


The Farewell to Kings gangplank plonked onto the 
dock. Shelley advised anyone going out for evening 
activities not to be too late getting back. “Crime isn’t 
terrible here,” she told the gathering passengers waiting to 
disembark. “In fact I think it’s better than in New Cancun. 
The trick is that you can’t really trust stats like that. This 
town doesn’t have quite as active of a nightlife as New Canc 
does. That means there’s less folks on the streets late, and 


more spots where something can happen and no one will 
see it. Just stick to the main paths, get some dinner and 
head on back, and you’re completely safe. Get drunk and 
wander off, and it’s another story. The locals know where 
not to go. You don’t.” She’d never been so parental with 
her passengers. Those days, though, she felt like she was 
losing what little trust she had in the judgement of other 
folks. There were too many things happening too quickly, 
things coming together, poised to fly apart. Too much. She 
sometimes felt like she was losing control of everything 
around her. No one wants that. For a captain, it was an 
especially unpleasant sensation. 


The dock was more subdued than in New Cancun. 
There were plenty of people around, but there wasn’t the 
same feeling of a wild social event. Most rushed about their 
business. There was no hawking of wares from a cart on the 
street, no popping in and out of in raucous sidewalk 
gambling games. The place was neat and clean, and 
nobody was up to funnybusiness - or if they were, they were 
able to hide it. 


The smell of fish was strong. Tarko found a paperboy 
at the end of his wearying day, and gave him one last sale. 
The headlines told of a plague that had recently killed 
nearly all sea life in and around the port. There was no 
known cause. Rather than looking for one, the journalists 
mostly stuck to idly lamenting the economic impact. The 
stink was driving many of the other nearby tourists to 
distraction. The locals seemed not to notice it. They 


seemed not to notice anything that wasn’t directly in front 
of them. There was a quiet resolve in their eyes, an 
unsettling determination in their strides. It was present 
regardless of apparent class, age, or gender. Tarko felt that 
they were either the straightest of straight arrows, or all off 
to conduct backdoor dealings. Sometimes, the two 
extremes ran together, and it was the straightest arrows 
who conducted the shadiest deals. He felt that Clarisso was 
the very city for such people. Perhaps it was only his self- 
suggestible imagination, a fraying of nerves from the 
strange dreams. The lampposts were lit. It grew dark. The 
crowd on the dock began to thin. 


Qice and Lahern found Tarko where he milled about. 
Deekus followed soon after. Qice suggested they grab a 
bite to eat somewhere, then head back to their cabins, as 
Shelley had suggested. Deekus declared this plan “Damn 
sensible.” Tarko wondered if the first mate had been sent 
to monitor them, check on what mischief they might be 
planning. Ifso, he was glad for it. He would much rather 
have her company at dinner than not. They’d be better off 
with her infiltration. She said that Ross, unfortunately, felt 
a need to catch up on his swabbing. He was having some 
soup on the ship. 


They trod a short way into town. Deekus pointed to a 
low-lit shellfish bar. “This place is pretty good,” she said. 
“You can’t go too wrong around here if you order shellfish. 
Though the plague might jack the price up a bit.” They 
went in. There was a fair crowd gathered around the wide 


bar, faces barely visible in the haze of mood lighting and 
cigar smoke, talking at moderate volumes. No loud 
guffaws, no exclamatory yells. A real Clarisso joint, filled 
with well-behaved professional-type folks in well-behaved 
professional-type suits. The maitre-de seated them ina 
dark corner. Away from the locals, thought Tarko. The 
locals would all be at the bar counter, chatting about 
Clarisso business. Which, as tourists, wasn’t their business. 


The mood lighting made it hard to see the menu. 
When Tarkos eyes finally did adjust, the mutated delicacies 
boggled his mind. He didn’t know where to begin ordering. 
The prices were indeed slightly steeper than normal, but 
nothing backbreaking. Deekus had experience with 
mutated cuisine. She guided the table into ordering a 
round of four-legged crabs. The least weird mutation on 
the menu, she explained that it was also the best one. 
“With only four legs to take care of, there’s that much more 
room for juicy meat throughout. You get the tastiest crabs 
available anywhere. People love ordering all the weird 
eyes and tendrils and stuff, to show that they’re open 
minded, and for the novelty. When you’ve been to a few 
local places, you learn that there’s nothing finer in mutated 
cuisine than a simple four-legged crab.” 


The food came out quickly. She was proven right. The 
crabs were delicious. It was like nothing Tarko had ever 
eaten. The table had to order more. After round two, they 
were all full to bursting. While they were eating, everyone 
was all smiles. As the crab shells started piling up, Laherns 


smile began to slip. He conspicuously eyed Deekus. For 
her daily wig she had selected a conical orange number 
which spread out at the bottom like the brim of a four- 
cornered hat, a sort of “pylon” with a flat base. It looked 
striking in the low light. Like a distant beacon on a foggy 
evening by the sea. She busily crushed her crab shells and 
gobbled the meat, saying little, nodding and laughing along 
with the conversation. Seemingly oblivious to Laherns 
stare. As the last piece of crab was eaten, the table fell 
silent. Lahern let this silence simmer. Then he rose. He 
looked down imperiously at Deekus. 


‘Alright, woman. We’ve all had a good meal and a few 
laughs. Now it’s time for you to head back to your chores 
on the ship. Us boys have to talk about something 
important.” 


Deekus rose, looking squarely at Lahern. “Is there 
some reason that you’re begging for me to kick the shit out 
of you?” 


“Tam not begging for you to kick the shit outta me.” 


“You are absolutely begging me to kick the shit outta 


yw 


you. 
“No I’m not.” 


“Because if I have to do that, then that’s what I’ll do 
right now.” 


“Don’t meddle with a sorcerer, child.” 


“Okay, you’re done.” 


Sense seemed to suddenly grace Lahern. He quickly 
backed away from the table. “HOLD! I will give you a final 
chance.” 


Deekus rounded the table, advancing inexorably. 
“You’re done.” 


“Please child, if only for your sake, let me give youa 
final chance.” He scampered backwards. 


As Deekus chased Lahern around the table, Tarko and 
Qice leaned in towards one another. Tarko, keeping his 
voice just loud enough to be heard over the noise of the 
cold-war scuffle, but no louder, asked, “Does the name 
‘Family Circle’ ring a bell?” 


“Now that you mention it, it might. There were rumors 
about some hot celebrities getting involved in a cult that 
claimed to have a big focus on family. I might’ve heard that 
name whispered by some of them. Yes, yes I think I did. 
Very quiet whispers, I mean, this was the kinda thing you 
absolutely weren’t supposed to talk to non-members about. 
The stuff that only gets brought up when a whole lotta 
drinking’s been happening. I wouldn’t have thought 
anything of it at the time.” 


Tarko pulled the newspaper from his back pocket, 
pointed to an item. “Puorkusguss Gerdi, the mayor of 
Clarisso, is heading a symposium tomorrow in the town 
square. The subject is family values.” 


Qice scanned the article. “Gerdi, I think I’ve heard of 
him. If] remember right, he loves palling with celebs. | 
should have no problem getting us in with him. My aging- 
celebrity status should do the trick. ‘Course, he might not 
have any association with the sect. It’s not like ordinary 
politicians never talk about family values. But all these guys 
know each other. I bet even if he’s not in the cult, he’ll have 
some leads. We'll have to pay a visit and find out.” 


Deekus turned from her terrorizing of Lahern. 
“What’s up? What are you guys talking about?” 


Qice grinned. “We’re gonna start trying to infiltrate 
the cult tomorrow. Just for fun. You wanna join?” 


Deekus nodded. “Count me in.” 


“Good,” said Lahern. “It seems my incantations are 
finally having an effect. I was worried that I’d made some 
error. For a moment you lost your senses entirely.” 


The symposium was set to start around late morning, 
early afternoon. Everyone agreed that a good nights sleep 
was in order. They would head into town early, hoping to 

casually intercept Mayor Gerdi and his team before the 
mayor could reach the podium. Plans set, they settled up 
and headed out. The bar was already only half as full as 
when they’d entered. 


The streets were silent. Clarissonians were apparently 
not nighttime people. Unless they were just more discreet 
in their nighttime doings. The clean streets, the smooth 


surfaces of the buildings, the long shadows from the pale 
light of the lampposts. The world felt spectral. That 
spectral feeling gave Tarkos head a soporific buzz. That 
buzz helped to ease, if only a little, the aching brought by 
the tensions of his strange dreams. His eyeballs didn’t feel 
completely secure in their sockets, not yet. But if they 
jangled and jittered around, it was only very subtly. The 
pressure was not so much that they might burst out at any 
moment. 


They were almost to the ship, and he was finally 
looking forward to sleep, dreams be damned, when he 
noticed a flitting shadow. He turned. It was gone. Surely, 
he was getting worn out, for whatever reason. That 
glimpse of a shadow brought an image of Councilman 
Duorg into his mind. An old politician and passenger 
aboard the cruise, Duorg was a boring old guy, who seemed 
incapable of either hurting a fly or sticking his neck out to 
help anyone. He’d been a career politician who’d gotten by 
without distinguishing himself, surviving by riding on the 
coattails of others. He loved reading chatty sorts of books 
and talking about old Tetris? games. He was the kinda guy 
who’d buy the controller from a retiring pro player for a 
ridiculous price, then go to his buddies and try selling them 
on a scheme to jack up the general prices on the collectible- 
controller market. A nonentity. No. It couldn’t have been 
the councilman - what would such a boring old sod be doing 
sneaking around at night? Tarkos mind was playing tricks. 
It was time for bed. They went aboard, the last returners 


among the passengers who’d checked out the town. 
Deekus let out a yawn like a roar. The gangplank went up 
behind them. They went wordlessly off to their rooms. The 
only visible motion on the black-and-grey streets was the 
flickering of the lights. The spaces were empty again. 


Perhaps ten minutes passed. Perhaps more, perhaps 
less. I cannot make any guarantees as to the exact amount 
of time that had passed when Captain Shelleys tricorn-clad 
head popped carefully over the side of the ship. When it 
did, there was a brief shuffling sound from a dark corner 
down one of the streets. A few seconds later, Shelleys head 
retreated. All was silent and still for the rest of the night. 


Pert climbed out of the belowdecks and into the crisp 
morning air. After a space, Gaarths groggy head appeared, 
followed gradually by the rest of his body. Slowly, the two 
made their way to the side of the ship. They looked down at 
the waters that lapped against the dock, speckled with 
small dead fish. They looked with bewildered envy at the 
people of Clarisso, who bustled their industrious way 
through the business of a fresh new day. They tried to look 
up, but both their necks ached. They had been told there 
were spires. They would have to take folks word for it. 


Pert said, “It’s been over a week.” 
“Aye,” said Gaarth. “Aye, aye it has been.” 


There was a pungent silence. 


“And,” said Pert, “here we are in Clarisso.” 


“Hhhhrrrrrmmmmmmmm,” Gaarth responded. “Clar- 
riss-sso.” He trailed off, as if every word were a full 
cardiovascular workout. 


With a herculean effort, Pert looked up. “I wanna see 
the city. While we’re here, I want to see things. We’ve 
gotta live, Gaarth. We’ve got to.” 


“HAhhhhhhhbhhrrrrrrrrmmmmmmmmmmmmm. We 
gotta live.” 


“Yes we do.” 


They looked. They stood propped on the side, leaned 
ever-more-slumpedly on the side railing of the Farewell to 
Kings, that ship among ships. Was there a trace of color in 
those faces? Perhaps, but not much. It would not be 
instantaneous, the return to health. They loitered on the 
side, and it looked as if they might fall asleep on their feet 
at any moment. For a leisurely while, they stood slumped. 


“Gaarth,” Pert said. “Have you heard this talk about 
the cult somewhere around here?” 


“Mmmmmmmmmbhhhhuummmmhbh.” 


“It’s all real crazy. Two or three days ago, probably 
while you were having the delirious fit when you called me 
a ‘trout mask replica’ - I’m not gonna let you forget that you 
used a slur on me - the ship spotted a small black isle. This 
was after it got blown slightly off course by a windy storm, 


not a hurricane, but a doozy of a guster. You probably don’t 
remember that happening, but I do, because you threw up 
and cried a lot and you were a hassle to deal with.” Pert 
paused to catch his breath. This was more talking than 
he’d been able to manage in a while. He was invigorating 
by that fishy morning air. “Remember that nice man 
Tuckersin, with the adorable dog?” 


“What? Yeah. Yeah I remember Tickoorsmmh and his 
dawghh.” 


“Well this weird little island had a bunch of 
wackadoodles running around on it. Apparently good 
Tuckersin recognized them, or something, because he then 
told everyone about how it was all from a cult.” 


“Hhwhat cult.” 


“I don’t know what cult, that’s the question. He told 
about this and now he really regrets it, because the ship 
went totally crazy. Every other person went nuts and is 
now a part of one out of like twenty different cult-hunting 
expeditions.” 


“So.” 


“So why that’s a problem, Gaarth, if you'll just listen, is 
that now all these jackasses that don’t know shit about 
anything think they’re gonna win the prize of gumshoe 
detective pro-for-life and crack this cult wide open, but the 
cult is A) very secretive and B) very powerful, with guys in 
top positions among the brass of the northern ports along 


the mutated southern continent coast, and to top it off, C) 
they’re really weird guys who hates life and nobody really 
knowses what they’re going to do and what they might be 
capable of.” Now he stopped and slumped further down 
against the railing. His bones felt like jelly. 


“Oh, okay. I get it.” Gaarth didn’t get it. “Where ya 
hear all this?” 


“That nice boy Ross. He filled me in last night over 
soup. You shoulda seen how nice and quiet the mess hall 
was. You coulda gone.” 


“Didn’t wanna risk it. If they started singing a chantey 
or sumptin, I’d kill myself.” 


“Yes. Yes. I would’ve had to leave. It’s a good thing I 
could go in there and get soup for you. I think the crew 
would kill us if we kept asking for room service. It’s been 
over a week.” 


“Mm’yeah. But repeating that aint gonna make us feel 
one hun’red percent. We’re getting there, but that drink at 
New Canc-“ 


Pert closed his eyes, leaning his back against the 
railing. “Don’t talk about it.” 


“I know. We’ve made clear progress, you ‘specially. 
Don’t wanna undo that by getting impatient and 
overexerting. Hhhmm.” The thought of overexertion 
seemed to wind Gaarth. “I say we let our breakfast digest, 
relax, and maybe midday, go a little way into town. Just for 


a walk, nothing too ambitious. Maybe we can find a tree 
with an eyeball or two on it.” 


“Ross says that Lahern and Tuckersin say that none of 
the trees in town have eyeballs, ‘cause the locals just think 
of slimy tree eye as a parasitic disease.” 


“Hhmmm, well they’re not wrong. It is technically. 
Well, we can just check things out. ‘N then maybe come 
back here and nap. Black island, you say? What was the 
deal with that? Why was a cult on it? They doin’ devil 
worshipping pagan rites or sumptin?” 


“Apparently it was their ‘retirement center’. The 
bigwigs all go there when they’re old and nobody ever sees 
them again. I didn’t really get it to be honest.” 


Ross strode the deck, taking in the morning air. He 
inspected his handiwork. Every inch sparkled. This was 
the best damn swabbing the world had ever seen. Why had 
he done all this? He couldn’t answer his own question. The 
wind changed course, and he overheard Pert and Gaarth 
talking. Those two bastards were feeling up to taking in the 
morning air, it seemed. That was a good sign. Pert said 
something about “bigwigs all go there” and “nobody ever 
sees them again”. Ross strolled over. “Hey, guys. You 
talkin’ ‘bout the island that’s got everybody worked up?” 


“Yup,” said Gaarth. “It’s interesting, I guess, but I 
don’t see why everyone’s so excited ‘bout it.” 


“T think it’s because it could be such a big scoop. Like 
poking the hornets nest. You know you’re not supposed to, 
but that makes you want to even more. If lots of big-shot 
names were on the island, and you were one of the ones 
that found out about it, you might be a little b-list celeb for 
a moment. People dream of stuff like that. Honestly I think 
it’s just boredom in folks lives. I’m kinda sick of hearing 
about it. But because it’s consumed the whole ship, I 
thought Pert shouldn’t be left out. That’s the only reason I 
told him last night at dinner. You guys are kinda lucky, ina 
way. Your being out of the loop has spared you a lot of 
silliness.” 


For the first time in well-over a week, Gaarth was deep 
in thought. “Say. You guys know most of my family is from 
Sandusky.” 


Pert shook his head. “No, Gaarth, I don’t think you’ve 
told that to anyone but me.” 


“Why didn’t you tell the others?” 
“What others? Nobody cares.” 


“Yeah, well fuck you tto. Hhmmmmhhmmm. Most of 
my people are from Sandusky. Some of them got into 
politics. There was one uncle of mine who really branched 
out. Got into some kinda fight with the local council. In Old 
Sandytown, you don’t just fuck with the council of elders 
and expect to maintain any sorta pull. He said, ‘Well you 
people can kiss my ass, because I’m leaving and I’m gonna 


have a better life elsewhere.’ Name was Tourbuillon 
Gaarth. You prob’ly haven’t heard of him.” 


Ross shook his head. “Can’t say I have.” 


“No, he was just a small-time ambassador down here in 
the mutated southern continent. Handled a lot of policy 
stuff, always involved in import-export negotiations with the 
Sandusky region. Kinda a journeyman councilmember, in a 
way, if that makes sense. I’m bad with this stuff.” 


“No,” Ross said, “I get it. He was an import-export 
policy wonk. Go on.” 


“Okay. Well, he got into something, some fad pop 
philosophy, we all thought it was. He and my dad argued 
about it a lot, and he stopped talking to my dad after a 
while. Came home less often. And then he just vanished. I 
don’t mean he cut us off specifically, I mean folks in policy 
who were looking for him couldn’t find him. Nobody could 
find him. From what you say, I’m assuming this cult, 
whatever it is, would put up fake funerals for its people 
before they were shipped off. That’s the normal playbook 
for these things. Cover your ass. There was no fake death 
with Tourb. He was definitely the kinda guy who just 
woulda made his’self disappear to avoid taxation or so’thin. 


“Still, the whole thing sat poorly with us, and we 
couldn’t help thinking of the stuff Old Tourb talked about 
before he vanished. Coulda been a less professionally 
managed cult? One that didn’t have the tools to set up a 
good fake funeral? Or maybe they were nervous that out- 


of-towners would ask too many questions? It’s pretty easy 
to set up a fake funeral. Just say the guy recently started 
blabbing about wanting to be cremated, and set out an urn 
with the remains of someones fireplace in it. Cause of 
death? Pick one. Something that could happen to anybody, 
avoid medical conditions. How ‘bout ‘falling rock’ or 
something. I don’t know. Maybe he just got too into a self- 
help book and then decided he’d had enough and snuck off 
incognito to some tropical resort. He could be sipping a 
drink there even now.” 


“Yeah,” said Pert. “True. But still, what you describe is 
classic cult member symptoms. And just because there’s no 
funeral doesn’t mean the disappearance couldn’t have been 
arranged by an organization.” 


“Yeah,” said Gaarth. He leaned far over the railings, 
looking down into the fishy waters. “Yeah, I just don’t 
know.” 


It was impossible to tell how long Captain Shelley had 
been standing there. It was Ross who first sensed her. 
“Ahh, captain! Good morning. It’s looking like a lovely crisp 
day, despite the fish plague. You've really gotta have some 
good air to alleviate that much smell. We lucked out, it 
seems.” 


“So it seems. Ross, you don’t have to swab anymore 
for a week. I don’t care if the passengers have a puking 
party right onto the deck, I’ll get someone else to do it. 


Hell, maybe I’ll do it myself. You need a break. Pert, did 
Gaarth really call you that?” 


“You mean ‘trout mask replica’? Yes he did.” 


Shelley turned a sharp gaze on Gaarth. “Delirious or 
not, I should smack you to the deck.” 


Gaarth cowered. “Sorry. Please don’t hit me.” 


“Relax. I know you’re still recovering. Maybe I’ll 
smack you when you’re better. Meanwhile, have you by- 
any-chance heard the name ‘Councilman Duorg’?” 


Gaarth, relieved to move on to another topic, shook his 
head. “Can’t say I have.” 


“A boring guy. Incapable of either hurting a fly, or 
sticking his neck out to help others. Career politician who’s 
gotten by around these parts without distinguishing 
himself, doing mundane import-export stuff. Survives by 
riding on the coattails of others. He loves reading chatty 
sorts of books and talking about old Tetris games. Folks 
who know him best say he’s the kinda guy who buys the 
controller from a retiring pro Tetris player for a jacked-up 
price, then goes around to his buddies trying to sell them 
on the idea of upping the general prices on the collectible- 
controller market. A real nonentity.” 


Gaarth shook his head. “No. That’s Uncle Tourbuillon. 
There’s no way you didn’t just describe Old Tourb right 


yw 


now. 


“What if I told you that I did just describe your uncle? 
What if I told you that Councilman Duorg and Tourbuillon 
Gaarth are the same person? What if I told you, my fine 

racist, that your long-lost uncle has been on this ship the 
whole time?” 


“You gotta be fucking me. C’mon. You seriously gotta 
be fucking me. Also, I’m not a racist.” 


“It seems incredible, but no. I assure you, I’m not 
fucking you in the slightest. Wouldn’t dream of it. And 
yeah, you are a racist.” 


Deekus, Tarko, Oice and Lahern strolled down the neat 
lanes. Deekus had on a particularly tropical toupee, a 
sienna globe dotted with myriad fluffy colored shapes 
meant to represent various fruits. Somehow, she made this 
work. The lackluster Clarissinian architecture took little 
away from the pleasant atmosphere of those uncrowded 
streets. They stopped for a moment at every small garden. 
Lahern, patting his feet, reminded everyone that they 
couldn’t afford to lose track of time. Qice shot back that 
he’d done this kind of thing before, and he was keeping 
track of time, and there was plenty. 


They stopped in a small bakery. The aroma of fresh 
plantain breads wafted from the door. Tarko purchased a 
bundle for the road, beating out Qice in the game of quick- 
draw creds. It was much too early for lunch, and there was 
no telling how long a visit with the mayor might take. 


Lacking willpower, the group scarfed down the simple but 
tasty items within minutes of leaving the store. Qice loudly 
said, “That calls for some coffee. We got time.” Deekus 
agreed that it seemed a crime not to wash the treats down 
with a hot drink. They ducked into a hole-in-the-wall café. 
The service was prompt. Tarko stuck with hot ginger tea, 
feeling that it would be best for his digestion. Deekus and 
Qice got a cup of the house brew. Lahern put down two 
espressos without a twitch. It was as if he bolted caffeine to 
calm his nerves. Perhaps the maniac had passed through 
some event horizon to the other side of jitteriness, and 
coffee to him was like warm milk to others. Then again, 
perhaps he was just insensate. As soon as the drinks were 
finished, the group was up and moving. 


The building subtly increased in size as they drew 
closer to the civic pavilion. Qice said, “Now, when we meet 
with Mayor Gerdi and his posse, it’s important that we 
remember to stay on our best behavior. No snide remarks. 
No bragging about how accomplished we are in magic or 
anything. Listen more than you talk.” 


Lahern said, “Thank you, Captain Obvious.” 


Qice looked off towards the clouds, an artificial twinkle 
in his eye. “The true captains of the obvious are like the 
best doctors. They wish to create a world in which their 
services are no longer needed.” 


Lahern sneered. “Yeah, well your services aren’t 
needed in this world.” 


“Uh, yeah, unfortunately they are.” 
“No they aren't.” 

“Yeah they are.” 

“No they’re not.” 

“Yeah, uh, they are.” 


Tarko put his hands up between the two parties. 
“Guys, guys. The message is to be on our best behavior 
with Gerdi. Message received. Let’s stay focused.” 


Qice said, “AND with all of Gerdis crew. Even if it’s his 
personal dishwasher, don’t be snide. Ever.” 


Lahern rolled his eyes dramatically. “Ooohhhh my 


“Shut up,” Deekus said to the group. “Look at that.” 
The group followed her finger. They had come to a 
roundabout. Three streets met around a lush garden. To 
their left was the way further south, with signs for the “civic 
district”. To their right, a procession of some twenty dark- 
clad figures strode into the circle. At their head was a 
portly man with lazy eyes, chattering to the lackey at his 
side. It was in this direction that Deekus pointed. “Qice, is 
that him?” 


“Yeah. That’s Puorkusguss Gerdi. He looks like he has 
a lot on his plate, but that’s just an act politicians like to put 
on. Everyone follow me.” He strode towards the group 
with a pace matching theirs. The mayoral posse plowed 


ahead, oblivious to everything around, insulated in their 
own ego-world. Qice reached the periphery and started 
talking to a lackey. “I’m aceleb. Popular with the elderly 
demographic. Are you familiar with ‘Qice Kalcollins and his 
Amiable Troupe of Acrobatic Knaves’? I’m Qice himself. I’d 
love to give your man a celebrity boost, even though I’m 
sure he’s got enough names already. I just really like what 
he’s doing here, with family values.” 


The lackeys interest was perked. “I have heard the 
name. I gathered that you’d retired. Mr. Kalcollins, what 
brings you this far south? If I can add another question - 
who are your friends?” 


“T’m travelling all around, but what really makes me 
interested in mutated southern continent politics is the 
emphasis, particularly by your man Gerdi, on family values. 
You don’t get a lot of that farther north. As for my friends, 
we have fine artist Tarko Bennesion, nauticist Deekus 
Morlay, and the distinguished Lahern Bouliette, of the 
Bouliette dynasty. They’re alla part of my cruise, and they 
wanted to join me on this historic day.” 


“Hmm. Mm-hhmmmm.” 


“At this stage in my personal journey, I want to see 
what I can do to aid the cause of family morals and family 
values. I’m at that stage of maturity in my life. I know you 
guys are busy as Hell, but I would love it if I could talk to 
Mayor Gerdi sometime and see if there’s anything I can do 
to help him. Speaking tours, co-authoring, you name it.” 


Qice gave the lackey total attention and focus, never once 
glancing at Gerdi where he strode a few meters ahead. 


“Suppose the mayor wanted to speak with you. Would 
you ask to bring your friends along?” 


“Oh, if he has some problem with seeing them, I’m sure 
they’ll understand. However, what brings us together as 
friends is our mutual, mature interest in solid family values. 
I feel that he’d want to have the ear of these fine people. I 
don’t know how familiar you are with the Bouliette dynasty, 
but they’ve done some good work in the past. I don’t want 
to put words in your mouth, Lahern, but I gather you’re 
feeling ready to carry on some of that work.” 


“That’s correct, friend Qice. After my wild and reckless 
youth - the romantic exploits of which have spawned 
countless tales, enticing many to follow in my footsteps of 
amoral depravity - I’ve been feeling more and more ready 
to bow down to the influence of age and experience, disown 
my childs games, and work on the side of family values, with 
the considerable pull of my family name at my back. We 
have eyes and ears around here, as you might know. I hope 
to use that influence to convert more to the good than I’ve 
inadvertently converted to the bad. It’s all good-and-well to 
talk about ‘love of life’, until someone gets hurt!” 


The lackey nodded. “Well put. Have you considered 
writing some of that stuff down? And your other friends, 
the artist and the sailor, I take it they’re of similar mind.” 


Deekus nodded. “Aye, I be just a humble sailor, tryin’ 
tae do right.” 


Tarko nodded. “We’re really just here for the ride, as 
Qice said. But if my craft could help, it would be at your 
service. My focus has always been on -representational- 
drawing. I’m sure, though, that Mayor Gerdi has access to 
excellent -portraitists- already.” 


“Mmm. Not really. The art scene is pretty dead here 
in town, honestly. But nobody needs to indenture 
themselves. I just wanna know how to present you guys if 
I’m asked. I think there’s a good chance the mayor’ll 
wanna see you, even on such short notice. Qice Kalcollins is 
a name with wholesome associations. Funny, isn’t it? Your 
act was pushing boundaries back in its day. Critics said it 
took too many risks. Now it’s synonymous with wholesome 
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comfort 


Qice sighed. “Yep. Them’s the breaks. It all works out 
in the end. That wholesome comfort is more valuable to me 
now than if the work were actually still funny! Being a 
clown, I'll tell ya - it’s a Hell of a life. Always on the road, 
and even though I really grew to love some of my 
troupemates, it’s not the same. Not the same as having a 
family, 1mean. That’s what I want folks to be able to have. 
Because life is rough. We live it, and we say to ourselves, 
‘Oh, it’s great to have a love of life, even a lust for life’. But 
it’s like friend Lahern said. It’s great until someone gets 
hurt. Family values. That’s what I’m ready for, now.” 


Looking at Qice, Tarko saw certain signs. They were 
subtle. It was only from having talked to him nearly every 
day for over a month, that Tarko’s keen perception could 
even faintly detect a trace of the theatrical in Qices speech. 
There was certainly no way the lackey could have seen it, 
no way he could’ve detected the signs of tiredness on Qices 
brow. The retired clown was an acting wizard. 


“Alright,” said the lackey. “I’ll pass it up the chain that 
Qice Kalcollins is here.” He strode towards another lackey 
in black, walking close enough to have easily heard the 
whole exchange. He said, “Celeb Qice Kalcollins is here.” 
The second lackey didn’t acknowledge the speaker, but 
strode forward and said something brief to a third lackey. 
This process was repeated five times in total. Then, a 
longer conversation went on between Mayor Gerdi, the 
final lackey on the chain, and the two advisors flanking the 
mayor. Organically, without losing momentum, the 
procession swooped into a high-end restaurant along the 
route. Qice and company were motioned to follow. They 
barged through the dining room and into a private back 
room, where they were immediately seated and served. 
The tablecloth was as immaculate as a deck that had been 
freshly swabbed by Ross. Gerdi waddled over to his guests, 
breaking his endless forward momentum for the first time. 
“Qice! Friends of Qice! Good to know ya! Come! Please! 
Sit with me!” He motioned them to sit on either side of him, 
at the head of the table. “Let’s get a bite!” 


A conversation followed that was too boring for Tarko 
to retain much of. Gerdi spouted some niceties. He 
mentioned that he was doing a speech. Qice said that he 
knew about it, and that he’d love to say a few impromptu 
words, if it would be of any benefit. Gerdi said “Of course”, 
and there were more inane niceties. It was as if the men 
were playing a game of patience, where the loser would be 
the first one to say anything of any substance. There was 
no other talking anywhere around the table. Every lacky 
gave the appearance of hanging onto every word that was 
spoken. 


The appetizers came out in short order. Crab legs with 
a light sauce, simple but exquisite. There was more clean- 
mouthed yammering, and a small course of mutated 
tentacle-yams was brought. The writhing tendrils disturbed 
Tarko. He bit into the dish and found that it was everything 
he wanted from a candied yam. The produce itself was so 
good it probably didn’t need the seasoning. The mutation 
seemed to add nothing. Then there was an unbearable 
interval of yammering, and a hearty country bread was 
passed around. It was quite nice, especially with a little 
butter. He nearly fell asleep through the next round of talk, 
which sounded just like the last. Finally, a main course of 
inland lamb shank in citrus reduction was served. Tarko 
normally thought of citrus reduction as something you did 
with duck, but this dish convinced him that there was no 
reason it couldn’t go just as well with lamb, if the chef knew 
what they were doing. The bit of asparagus on the side was 


a nice touch, since he like asparagus anyway. Shortly after 
dessert was brought, a small coffee and bit of uchuva ice 
cream with a madeleine on the side. It was a willfully 
understated, almost modest treat that topped the subtle- 
yet-complex flavors of the meal off nicely. He took a tiny sip 
of the coffee and somehow found himself more tired. 


He recalled the plantain bread from not so long ago. 
He felt that he would be ready to eat again in perhaps 
another five years. Throughout the meal, Gerdi had 
consistently cleaned his plate. Small wonder the man was 
girthy if he ate like this very often. The diners leaned back, 
contentment showing in the face of guest, host, and lackey 
alike, as all digested the fine meal. It could have been more 
consistently local, for Tarkos taste. But he was a tourist. 
Every restaurant wasn’t required to pander to folks like 
him. It had been damn good. Now he was ready to move 
his legs. He’d have to wait a bit longer. Qice and Gerdi just 
kept rambling at each other. There was no sign of tiring 
from either of them. Neither side said anything of any 
substance. Their defenses were impregnable. It was a 
stalemate. 


At a seemingly random moment in the perpetual 
conversation, Gerdi pulled a giant velvety wallet from out of 
some compartment of his great black suit. He slapped a 
criminally large amount of creds down on the table, 
seeming not to look at them. “Well. We better get going. 
Qice, you still wanna say a few words to the crowd? It’d be 
appreciated. Much appreciated.” He turned his canny 


gaze upon the rest of the group. It was a gaze that seemed 
to take in everything and nothing all at once. “And you guys 
can come too. Tag along! The more the merrier.” He 
arose, leaning on a fine mahogany cane produced by a 
lackey. The same lackey handed the mayor a pill. Once up, 
Gerdi bolted the pill without fluid, without comment, 
without looking at it. Without hesitation. “Come on. Let’s 
go!” 


The procession marched out of the restaurant ata 
stride equal to that with which they had entered. Now, the 
Farewell to Kings group was at the head, with Gerdi. Still 
addressing Qice, he immediately launched into talk totally 
separate from all his previous inanities. Seemingly out of 
nowhere, he fixated on the subject of trust. “In this 
business, you have to give trust. You just have to. There’s 
no way around it. And you'll find good people, and things 
will really work out, and then, at some point, you’ll get 
betrayed. Everyone. E-v-e-r-y s-i-n-g-l-e person who has 
any kind of significant political career gets betrayed, more 
than once. There are literally no exceptions, I’ve really 
looked! And it always hurts. When you get double-crossed, 
it’s always gonna hurt, and that’s part of the game, and it’s 
just something we all have to deal with. If you can’t give 
trust to good folks, you die. It’s that simple.” 


Qice wore a solemn face. “Yeah. It’s the same in 
showbiz and politics. Whenever anyone comes up to me 
and tells me someone has plagiarized my work, I just 
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instantly say, ‘I don’t wanna hear about it’. 


“You can’t. A guy like you? Legend in the industry?! 
Ph’ahh. How can you keep track of all that? Nobody can 
keep track of all that!” 


“Not even the pettiest bastard with a photographic 
memory could keep track of all the plagiarism that goes on 
all around the industry. You start realizing there’s no 
reason to even worry about it. If they’re worth a shit, 
they’ll come up with something of their own. Otherwise 
they’re just two-bit. But I know guys who make it to my 
age, and they still get worked up about that type a’ stuff.” 


“Ph’ahh. That’s how some folks are. Think of the 
talent that gets wasted, running after small-time plagiarists 
who have one or two successful gigs. Playing whack-a-mole 
with losers who aren’t even worth bopping!” 


“That’s the kinda insight and maturity you need to 
build up a solid group. That’s why a lot of the most talented 
people can’t do it, why they can’t be leaders. They lack that 
insight.” 

Gerdi was beside himself as he strode. “EX-XACTLY! 
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You’ve nailed it, my man 


The pair continued down this track, finding a variety of 
ways to assert the dominance of their maturity over others. 
What had been in that pill? Perhaps it was just Gerdis daily 
vitamin cocktail, and he’d been energized by the coffee and 
the excitement of a good meal. Perhaps he was really 
warming up to Qice, to the point of outright enthusiasm. 
There was no way of knowing. It sure seemed like a new 


pep was entering his step, now, about fifteen minutes after 
he’d taken it. Qice was keeping up with the big man. He 
was a true pro at this. Whatever the cause of the burst of 
energy, he knew how to capitalize on it - to sculpt it, even. 
Tarko somehow felt that Gerdi was just the kind of man to 
get in with something like the “Family Circle”. He couldn’t 
put his finger on why. Was it the way the man surrounded 
himself with lackeys, as if to insulate himself from life itself? 
Perhaps. He certainly seemed to love positive 
reinforcement. Qice was heavily capitalizing on this love. If 
Gerdi was a cult member, it seemed Qice might have little 
trouble “getting converted”. 


The only thing that didn’t sit well with Tarko was the 
big guys fixation on loyalty and betrayal. Where did it come 
from? Tarko didn’t see it as cause for any practical worry. 
In their infiltration, the gang had all the plausible 
deniability they could need. Gerdi could hardly shriek 
“Betrayal!” at Qice for simply showing interest in his 
(possible) religion, then having a change of heart later. 
That was just how spirituality worked sometimes. It was 
hard to imagine the canny mayor being that childish. No, 
the misgivings Tarko felt were subtler, deeper. The darting 
motions of the politicians tiny pupils had the side-to-side 
character of pensiveness, not the erratic trembling of 
malicious suspicion. It felt like Gerdi was afraid, not so 
much of being betrayed, but of being the betrayer himself. 


They rounded a corner. The civic pavilion couldn’t be 
far off. This was close to the heart of the town. Strolling 


from the opposite direction, a neatly dressed little man was 
coming to meet them. Hells bells. Could it be? Of course! 
Why not? Councilman Duorg was such an anonymous 
character, boring even, that Tarko had forgotten about him. 
But he was, after all, an old politician. Why wouldn’t he 
show up at a political event along the cruise? Fora 
moment, a memory wrestled to come to the fore. Did it 
have to do with Duorg? Surely not. I mean, he was Duorg. 
Who gave a shit about that guy? 


About three blocks to the east, Ross, Pert, Gaarth, and 
Shelley strode down the Clarisso road at a brisk pace. They 
took occasional bites from plantain bread they’d gotten ata 
very nice little bakery. The lingering ill effects seemed to 
have left Gaarth. He thought he knew why. It was the 
adrenaline from the knowledge Shelley had given him, 
keeping the weariness at bay. If he judged right, he’d pay 
for all this exertion later, with interest. Pert was in a milder 
version of this condition. His residual effects hadn’t been as 
obnoxious, but he was still dog-tired those days. It wasn’t a 
relative of his who was a cult member fink. But he was 
greatly excited. He’d known Gaarth for years, without ever 
hearing him say the name of a single family member. Now, 
this. It was all too juicy. More than juicy, it was crazy. 


Ross didn’t know what to think. He cared about 
Shelley, cared about the Farewell to Kings. Now, Shelley 
was leaving her ship to the third-in-command, a capable 

Dogface fellow named Bazz Atan. He was sure to do a fine 


job looking after things. Ross wasn’t worried about that. 
He was thinking about how Shelley never felt comfortable 
being totally away from the Farewell, even for an hour. 
“Shelley,” he said, “how are you feeling about the ship?” 


“Never felt better. Bazz’s got things covered.” 


“Yeah, I know, but you usually don’t like to be away for 
very long.” 


“I know. I’ve gotten to be so lame. Forget about the 
Farewell, it’s not gonna melt while we’re away.” 


“Aye,” said Pert, “wise words. I’ve known many a 
captain who’s made their ship a stand-in for having a 
personality.” 


Shelley said, “You’re talking about me. It was when I 
realized that something funny was going on with ‘Duorg’ 
that it really hit me.” 


Ross scratched his head. “Why’s that?” 


“Duorg was spying on other passengers. I found this 
out by constantly monitoring the condition of the ship, both 
personally and through crewmembers who serve as my 


‘eyes and ears’. 
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Ross nodded. “Oh. So you were spying on everybody. 


“Exactly. I wasn’t watching people when they were 
bathing or something - that’s the kinda thing Duorg was 
doing. But I was keeping such close tabs on the flow of 
traffic, the goings-on around the place, what activities were 


popular and who was doing them, I couldn’t pretend any 
longer that it was normal. Imagine you and a friend are 
sitting around. A receipt-of-sale from a local shop is sitting 
on your coffee table. Your friend grabs the receipt-of-sale 
and casually peruses it, out of boredom. Would you think 
anything of it? Surely not. But imagine you found someone 
digging through your trash, collecting all your old receipts- 
of-sale to put into a scrapbook. I have become that person. 
Trying to keep tabs on everyone and everything to the point 
that it’s totally creepy. And what’s brought me to this point, 
you ask? Why, it was an overwhelming concern for how 
well the cruise was doing, how happy the customers were, 
what activities they liked and didn’t like. It’s time I tooka 
step back.” 


Ross asked, “Who was Duorg spying on?” 


“Lots of people. He tried to spy on me, the little pencil- 
dick worm, but nothing doing. But the main focus of his 
snooping was Lahern.” 


“Woah. Wow, that reeeally is sick.” 


“Talk about it. Then, when Tuckersin came aboard, 
Duorg got a second major focus.” 


“Oh, so he’s been monitoring the Bouliette dynasty.” 


“Sure seems like that’s the idea. Of course, no one 
could know that we’d accidentally find this strange island. 
But if Duorg-slash-Tourbuillon Gaarth - I guess we could 
start calling him “Tourb’ - if Tourb was looking for a means 


to get the Bouliettes into hot water, it must have seemed 
like amazing luck.” 


“Sure,” said Pert, “but let me see if I have this straight. 
Forgive me, I’m slow on the uptake sometimes. So, Gaarths 
uncle is named Tourbuillon Gaarth. That would mean that 
his last name, or ‘family name’, is Gaarth. So Gaarth, what 
is your first name?” 


“T’ll tell ya later.” 


“Oh, okay. So Tourbuillon Gaarth, he’s actually 
Councillor Duorg, the boring guy from the ship who nobody 
knows anything about because no one gives a shit about 
him and they never asked. And of course that’s the same as 
saying that Councillor Duorg is Tourbuillon Gaarth. We 
never knew whether Duorg was supposed to be the guys 
first or last name, but since it’s a made-up name, that’s 
probably immaterial.” 


Shelley nodded. “Correct.” 


“Okay. Now. Duorg seemed like a boring old politician 
guy, incapable of either hurting a fly or sticking his neck out 
to help anyone. He’d claimed to be a career politician 
who’d gotten by without distinguishing himself, surviving by 
riding on the coattails of others. He said he loved reading 
chatty sorts of books, and he talked about old Tetris games. 
He seemed like the kinda guy who’d buy the controller from 
a retiring pro player for a ridiculous price, then go to his 
buddies and try selling them on a scheme to jack up the 


general prices on the collectible-controller market. A real 
nonentity, with how he presented himself.” 


Gaarth nodded. “Correct.” 


“But Gaarth, as I understand it, that wasn’t just an act, 
and that’s also the personality of the real Tourbuillon 
Gaarth.” 


Gaarth nodded double. “Oh, absolutely.” 


“So then it’s just convenient for him, as an undercover 
operative, that he’s always had a personality that doesn’t 
make him stand out. Okay. But does anyone know why he’d 
want to be stalking Lahern and Tuckersin? Which is to say, 
two members of the Bouliette dynasty?” 


Shelley shook her head. “Remember, none of us know 
anything about the guy. It’s possible that he was hired by 
the cult, but that doesn’t make a lot of sense on the face of 
it. Nobody could have predicted that we’d accidentally 
come upon their retirement island. And from what 
Tuckersin says, it sounds like he, at least, was on better- 
than-normal terms with them before that. Tourb’s been on 
the cruise almost as long as Lahern, so it seems like Lahern 
was his primary target. Then again, it seems like he stalks 
people just for fun, at least some of the time. It’s hard to 
guess what motivates him.” 


“Now,” Said Pert, “one finally time, when you say 
‘Tourb’-“ 


“Yes,” said Shelley, “that’s short for “Tourbuillon’, as in 
‘Tourbuillon Gaarth’, as in ‘the guy who went under the 
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assumed identity of Councilman Duorg’. 


“And the personality of the identity of Councilman 
Duorg was the same as-“ 


“Yes, it was just the name. He didn’t need to put on an 


” 


act. 


“So we should all just call the guy “Tourb’ because 
that’s basically his really name, but saying “Tourbuillon’ 
every time gets annoying.” 


Shelley nodded. “Correct.” 


“Okay.” Pert nodded. “Tourb. Tourb. And I take it you 
didn’t confront Tourb about his stalking because you 
wanted to see what he’d do and gather evidence against 
him.” 


Shelley nodded. “Correct. But now is the time to 
confront him. I wish I had more to use against him, but he’s 
too damn good at covering his tracks, and I can’t just allow 
him to keep stalking folks. I’ve waited too long already. I 
feel bad about it. I mean, I really wanna nail the rat, but 
thinking that people might’ve been watched while they 
were bathing because I moved too slow... man. That’s a 
bad feeling. That’s a baaaaaad feeling.” 


Pert nodded. “For real.” 


Gaarth said, “Well, I aintent waiting. I was never all 
that close to Old Tourb. In fact, I usually tried to avoid him 
at family gatherings, on account of how boring he was. 
That changes nothing about the criminality of what he did. 
I mean, really. Really. Just disappearing on the whole 
family like that. To do that to the family, just callously leave 
everybody to guess at what happened to you. Can you 
imagine? I readily admit it’s very likely that in normal 
circumstances, if he hadn’t disappeared, I wouldn’t have 
seen the guy once, between that time and now. But what 
about other family members? I don’t know how my dad 
feels, but the guy is my dads brother. I surely care about 
how my dad feels. Imagine if your brother just 
disappeared. No, he’s definitely got some explaining to do, 
in my book. Arr.” 


“Well,” said Pert thoughtfully, “I’m finding it pretty 
unpleasant trying to imagine Tourb as my brother. I think I 
might’ve said this already, but my impression of him has 
always been that he’s the kinda guy who’d buy the 
controller from a retiring pro player for a ridiculous price, 
then go to his collector cronies and try to get them in ona 
scheme to jack up the general prices on the collectible- 
controller market.” 


Shelley nodded. “Yeah, you already said that. You 
don’t need to keep repeating stuff. We get the picture.” 


“Well excuuuuuse me. Anyway, the long-and-short-of-it 
is that Tourb has some ‘splaining to do, and we’re gonna 


put public pressure to get it out of him. Wait until he sees 
what we have in store. Ross, you’ve got the stuff? You 
didn’t leave it at the café or anything?” 


Ross had on his swabbing overalls, with extra-large 
pockets. He felt in one now. “No, it’s there. Hasn’t fallen 
out. And Gaarth, you say it’s a dead ringer?” 


Gaarth nodded. “It’s perfect. Just like the old days.” 


“Well good. I sure don’t want to have to have stolen 
anything for nothing.” 


“You mean,” said Pert, “that you wouldn’t want to have 
been forced into theft, only to find that the item you stole 
didn’t end up being of very much use.” 


“Yeah, that’s what I just said.” 
“Well you said it kinda weird.” 
“Oh. Okay.” 


“Oh,” said Shelley, “don’t worry about the theft issue, 
Ross. I’ll handle it when it comes up. Now, we’re almost 
there. According to the papers for this morning, the so- 
called ‘Councilman Duorg’ is going on shortly before the 
mayor.” 


“But,” said Pert, “as we know, Councilman Duorg-“ 


Shelley cut in, “Is actually Old Tourg, yeah, and if we 
can be cool about this, I think we might have him. Finish up 
your breads. We’re only a block away. It’s go time.” 


There was a modest crowd at the town square. Few 
Clarrisinians felt a need for more of Gerdis ramblings on 
the importance of family. The audience was there to show 
their support, not in expectation of any great speeches. 
They were sleepy-eyed, buttoned-down folk. A few food- 
cart vendors sat lazily on the periphery. Nobody expected a 
spending spree from this group. But any business was 
better than no business. 


Gerdis party sat on folding chairs in the rear of the 
Ccapacious stage. The small, trim lackey who organized 
events directed Qice to go on up and say a few words. 
“Keep it at around fifteen minutes, twenty max. You know 
what to do.” Qice nodded, walked up to the front. Ina 
booming voice, he said hello to the nonchalant crowd, and 
specified why he was famous. Then he made pleasant 
statements about family values for about ten minutes. He 
wrapped it up quickly by declaring Gerdi a great guy who 
helped the nondescript cause of “family” more than anyone 
else. There was polite clapping, and Qice walked back to 
his seat, not having broken a sweat. “This risk-free type of 
speech is easy,” he told Tarko, “and very unsatisfying.” 


Next, Councilman Duorg took the stage. Tarko 
wondered how such a bland man could hold even this, the 
blandest of audiences. He didn’t have to wonder long. 
Duorg simply couldn’t. He was so boring than even the 
grey, boring drones that made up his listenership were 
being put to sleep. Qice had found ways to put new spins 
on the same thing. Duorg practically repeated himself 


verbatim. This was a gigantic no-no. How did he expect 
any listeners to follow along with him, to tolerate him, if he 
simply copy-pasted the same bland nonsense incessantly? 
It was the kiss of death. Tarko felt himself drifting off too. 
“Family values,” Duorg droned, “are all about the people 
who know us best. You can’t hide from the folks who know 
you. It’s transparency. That’s the thing that we are trying 
to get across here - transparency.” 


There was a commotion in the crowd. Four rowdies 
were pushing their way to the front, shouting something. 
At the front of the charge were two able bodies that Tarko 
immediately recognized. Ross barged towards the stage 
looking handsome and tough in his swabbing overalls. He 
had a hand in one of his oversized pockets. Besides him, 
lovely as ever and no less intimidating, was Shelley. As they 
came up to the lip of the stage, pushing against the venue 
security toughs, Tarko saw that Pert and Gaarth were close 
behind them. What was this look of passion on the face of 
Gaarth? That old salty-bearded sailor had always worn a 
calm demeanor. Now he was fired up about something, 
though he conveyed more a sense of manic concern, than 
outright anger. The security guards were having no luck 
silencing the disruptors. Shelley yelled out towards the 
stage. Her powers of vocal projection were nearly the 
equal of Qice. 


“Councilman Duorg. If, in fact, that is your real name.” 
There were theatrical gasps throughout the crowd. “You’ve 
been cruising around on my fine passenger galleon, the 


Farewell to Kings, for some months. During that time, a 
professionally attentive captain can notice a lot of things. I 
trust you’ve been enjoying your trip?” 


Duorg nodded. If he was nervous, he didn’t show it. 
“Yes, immensely, good Captain Shelley. Guards, allow our 
guests up onto the stage. You may not have realized that 
the lovely woman in the tricorn hat is the captain of the 
vessel I came in on. Let’s hear her out. We need to make 
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sure there are no difficulties 


Shelley, Ross, Pert and Gaarth all clambered onto the 
stage. They took up positions around the small, bald, 
unintimidating figure of Duorg, who seemed totally 
comfortable and secure. “Well, my fine nautical friends, 
what seems to be the matter? You caught me during a little 
speech. It’s an auspicious day, when our grand mayor for 
family values, the great Puorkusguss Gerdi, will soon grace 
us with his munificent verbal wealth.” 


“Yeah,” said Shelley, “that’s nice. Thank you for 
allowing us on stage, councilman. Do you recognize this 
face?” She pointed to Gaarth, who stood on the other side 
of the little man, looking down at him with disdain. 


“Why yes. That would be Gaarth, our friend on the 
cruise. Used to be a sailor, as I understand it, but he wasn’t 
up to snuff. So now he’s cruising around playing pretend- 
sailor on his folks dime. You better be grateful to you family 
and their strong values, young man.” 


Gaarth sneered. “What would you know about family, 
you-“ 


“Now, now,” said Shelley, “let’s not get off track.” 


“And what,” asked Duorg, “pray tell, is the track that 
we’re supposed to be on?” 


“Good councilman,” said Pert, “my friend Gaarth has 
had many complaints for me, of late. He complains of a 
broken heart.” 


“Awwww.” The councilmans eyes widened parodically, 
a look of mock-pity as dry as a desert. “We wouldn’t want 
anyone to have a broken heart. But really, I was almost 
done with my speech-“ 


“Hold,” said Shelley to the guardsmen even now 
moving in. “This won’t be but a moment longer. Gaarth is 
broken-hearted because a relative of his, the esteemed 
policymaker Tourbuillon Gaarth - known to his friends as 
‘Old Tourb’ or just “‘Tourb’ - has been missing for a long 
time, with no word as to his whereabouts. In terms of 
description, Tourb had a full head of luscious blonde hair 
and bushy blonde eyebrows, which were widely recognized 
in this area. I’m sure people would still know them if they 
saw them. Very different from you, good councilman, and 
your clean-shaven scalp and brow.” 


“Yes,” said Duorg, “I confess I’m a bit of a 
germophobe.” 


“Understandable,” said Shelley. “It’s a common 
affliction. Other than that, Old Tourb has been described as 
a boring old guy, who seemed incapable of either hurting a 
fly or sticking his neck out to help anyone. He was evidently 
a career politician who’d gotten by without distinguishing 
himself, surviving by riding on the coattails of others. He 
loved reading chatty sorts of books, I’m told. Apparently he 
was a fan of Tetris - a game I confess I know very little 
about - and had a zest for the details of old Tetris games 
from the historic tournaments of bygone years. I don’t 
really get that kinda stuff, myself. But people who do get it, 
say that he was the kinda guy who’d buy the controller from 
a retiring pro player for a ridiculous price, then go to his 
buddies and try selling them on a scheme to jack up the 
general prices on the collectible-controller market. A 
nonentity. That’s the consensus of everyone who has any 
memory of the man.” 


“T might add,” said Gaarth, “that it’s my own 
impression of my long-lost uncle, as well.” 


“Well,” said the councilman, “thank you, Shelley. That 
is important, and I see why you would feel urgent about 
spreading the word. I didn’t know what this was about at 
first, but by putting the PSA out on a missing relative, 
you’re really doing a service for the side of family values.” 
There was polite clapping from the audience. 


Shelley held a hand up. “Hold on. I’m almost done, 
and then I’ll hand it back over to you guys. Good 


Councilman Duorg, please don’t take offense at my next 
comment. I can only report on what folks have told me. 
Apparently, the description people have of you is a close 
match to the description people have of long-lost 
Tourbuillon Gaarth.” 


The councilman laughed good-naturedly. “Oh, 
Heavens. I’m sure I can be a boring old guy. I readily 
admit I sometimes feel incapable of either hurting a fly or, 
indeed, of sticking his neck out to help anyone, unless of 
course it’s in the service of family values. I’ve been a career 
politician, it’s true, and some critics have accused me of 
getting by without distinguishing myself, surviving by riding 
on the coattails of others, though I would protest that I’m 
simply good at finding the right people and working with 
them to solve common problems. I love reading chatty 
sorts of books and talking about old Tetris games. Guilty as 
charged there. I’ve heard it said that I’m the kinda guy 
who’d buy the controller from a retiring pro player for a 
ridiculous price, then go to my buddies and try selling them 
on a scheme to jack up the general prices on the collectible- 
controller market. Based on spurious rumors, but I do just 
happen to love absurdly expensive controllers. I might have 
owned a share or two in reselling outfits, at one point. To 
the overly critical, perhaps I’m a nonentity. It’s important 
that people be allowed to criticize their policymakers. All of 
that is irrelevant. Look at me. Just look! I havea 
completely shiny head, devoid of any hair other than my 


eyelashes. How could I be this “Tourbuillon Gaarth’? 
Impossible. But thank you, Shelley, and-“ 


Ross stepped forward. “Now hold on just a minute.” 
He pulled out a large, fine blonde toupee. With his other 
hand, he reached in and pulled out a pair of bushy eyebrow 
toupees. 


“Hay!!” Deekus jumped out of her seat in the back of 
the stage. “Those are mine!!” 


“Oh,” called Shelley, “for Heavens sakes, first mate 
Deekus, I'll buy you a whole new set. Don’t worry about it. 
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“Tam kind worried,” the first mate cried, “that you see 
fit to just go through my stuff and take things without 
telling me!!” 


Shelley practically screamed, “THIS IS IMPORTANT 
DEEKUUUUUS.” 


“Okay, geez-louize. Just don’t do it all the time. Those 
are nice wigs!” 


“They certainly are,” concurred the councilman. “Is 
there any point to you showing them here?” 


Ross frowned heavily at the defiant little man. “Don’t 
play stupid with us, councilman. You know why we brought 
these wigs.” 


“Go ahead,” said Gaarth. “Try them on. Prove you 
aintent my uncle.” 


“But,” the now-slightly-flustered man protested, 
“surely, you can’t expect me, a germophobe who won’t even 
tolerate my own hair, to just plop on some strange hairpiece 
that you’ve stolen from some third party, then carried 
around all day in your possibly-dusty pouch.” 


Shelley nodded. “We sure can. You obviously don’t 
know our good Deekus. Even though she’s the only one 
who ever expected to wear these puppies, after every usage 
of any toupee - even her cheapest - she puts them through 
a thorough deep-cleaning process that would satisfy even 
you. What’s more, they’re stored in the most bacteria-proof 
conditions. Further, Ross keeps his overalls, even to the 
inner pockets, as immaculate as he keeps our famous decks. 
It’s a matter of professionalism to him. No, you won’t find a 
more sanitary set of hairpieces if you go to the highest-end 
store in Clarisso and buy them new.” 


The councilman moped. “So you say. I have no way of 
really knowing how clean they are. Why should I trust 
you?” 


Deekus arose again. “Now hold on just a second. Is 
someone doubting the cleanliness of my hairpieces? 
Because if so, there could be problems.” 


Ross advanced further. He was practically standing 
over the short politician. “Come on, man. Just put them on. 
Get it over with. What are you so afraid of?” 


The audience began to murmur. The guards fidgeted. 
From somewhere in the back, a chant arose. It moved 
slowly to the front. Nobody here had come for Councilman 
Duorg. Most didn’t know who he was. Now, they were 
chanting, “Put - them - on! Put - them - on!” Something in 
this sleepy audience had awakened. This was prime 
political theater. 


The councilman gulped. What did he have to lose? He 
had his plausible deniability. Two people could look alike. It 
happened. It had been years since anyone had seen 
Tourbuillon Gaarth. He needed to get this done with, so 
that Gerdi could take the stage. “Alright. Just to get you 
out of my hair, and since you think you’re doing it for a good 
cause.” Gulping, with trepidation, but not wanting to make 
things worse by his continual refusal, he placed the 
hairpiece atop his scalp. Then he pasted the two 
browpieces in place. Surely, it couldn’t look that much like 
his old hair. He smiled comfortably. 


As a single collective entity, the audience gasped. 


“Oh, come now.” A bead of sweat rolled down the 
councilmans forehead. “Surely I can’t look all that similar 
to this... what was it, Terpbillion Garp?” He gulped. 


A woman shouted, “Good Garsh, it’s him!” 


Pert stepped out towards the crowd. “I should specify 
to everyone, because this was difficult for me and I’m sure 
it’s tricky for others as well. The man you see before you is 
none other than Tourbuillon Gaarth, as you surely realize. 
Don’t listen to his nonsense about “Terpbillion Garp’, that’s 
just a distraction. Furthermore, the identity he’s been 
going under, that of ‘Councilman Duorg’, is entirely 
invented. There is no ‘Councilman Duorg’ that I’m aware 
of, other than Tourbuillon Gaarth under the handle of this 
assumed identity. The reason he was able to pull this off is 
twofold. Firstly, he’s very nondescript. Secondly, he shaved 
his hair off when he became Councilman Duorg - who, as 
we know, never existed.” 


“But,” cried a heavily flummoxed old gentleman, 
“why’s the hair his!?” 


“It’s not,” said Pert, “but rather it’s a set of hairpieces 
that happen to remarkably resemble his old hair. This was 
possible because Deekus Morlay, the honorable first mate 
of the Farewell to Kings - which is our passenger ship, long 
may it sail - is a renowned toupee collector, with a fine 
variety of excellent wigs that was available for our pilfering. 
Now, remember. When we Say ‘Old Tourb’, we’re referring 
to Tourbuillon Gaarth - his real name - and using a 
convenient abbreviation, rather than have to say 
‘Tourbuillon’ every time we want to refer to him.” 


“But,” squawked a woman, “Tourbuillon is his real 
name?” 


“Yes,” said Pert, “Tourbuillon Gaarth is his actual full 
name.” 


As their understanding deepened, the audience gasped 
once again. 


“Then,” cried a confused fellow, “If I was to say ‘Old 
Dourg’, that wouldn’t mean nothin’?” 


“No,” said Pert, “it would be doubly nonsensical. In the 
first place, it’s just adding an ‘old’ in front of Old Tourbs 
already-false assumed identity. Secondly, his fake name is 
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‘Duorg’, not ‘Dourg’. 


“Oh,” cried the heavily disconcerted fellow. “So if I 
said ‘Old Duorg’, that would still-“ 


Shelley cut in impatiently, “Look, we’re getting lost in 
the weeds here. The point is, this asshole-“ she pointed at 
the councilman- “Has been going around on my ship 
stalking people- including while they bathe!- and acting like 
he’s someone he’s not.” 


Once again, the audience gasped as a single entity. 


Tourbuillon Gaarth was now white as a sheet, 
trembling so much that the handsome toupee flopped 
around on his wrinkly scalp. “But, wait! You can’t prove 
that I spied on anyone. Slander-“ 


“Yeah,” Shelley practically spat the words at him, “but 
I don’t need to prove it, because everybody already knows 


you’re a phony anyway. So deal with it, chump! And don’t 
try to peep on my folks again.” 


“Yeah,” screamed a woman. “Stop peepin’, ya damn 
parvart!” 


“HEY!” an indignant man pointed militantly at Old 
Tourb. “He said he was for family values. Call him Tourb, 
Duorg, Old Concilman, Monkeys Uncle or you-name-it, | 
sure don’t think nobody that PEEPS can say they support 
family values!!” This received a chorus of “YEAH!”s from 
throughout the audience. Now, people were muttering. 
There was more and more shouting and gesticulating, most 
of it aimed squarely at the point on the stage occupied by 


the tremulous old councilman. 


Stifling a sigh, Gerdi arose heavily from his special 
cushioned folding chair. He had expected an easy job, but 
these things sometimes happened. This was all a problem 
solely for Tourbuillon Gaarth, the damn little weasel, and no 
one else - so long, that was, as the crowd could be kept 
from getting too rambunctious. Calming mobs down was a 
part of the job description. He walked up to the front, near 
to Old Tourb. His star power quickly brought the volume 
down. The guards glanced at him sheepishly. He waved his 
hands at them consolingly - there wasn’t shit they could’ve 
done about all this. A show of muscle for something this 
petty would’ve been disastrous, making him a 
laughingstock to his peers and the press. He looked out 
over the crowd. These guys had had their fun, he decided. 


They would be ready to calm down without too much effort 
on his part. 


“Everyone,” he boomed, “I admit this a fascinating, and 
indeed heartily confusing, incident. Good Tourbuillon 
Gaarth, I can’t imagine why you saw fit to assume an 
identity other than your own. Those hairpieces are quite 
becoming on you, but they’re not yours, and you have to 
reap the burden of your own decision to excise most of the 
hair from your head. I suggest you give them back to the 
honorable sailor, and one of my guests, Deekus Morlay.” 
This received a smattering of applause. 


Tourb tried to tell Gerdi that he’d been forced to wear 
the articles, and to ask the good mayor why he would 
suppose that there was ever any plan to keep them. All that 
would come out was nonsensical blubbering. 


The mayor continued. “I hope, old salt, that there isn’t 
anything to these tales of your spying on young women 
during their bubble baths. I don’t like imagining such a 
thing. You, a seasoned politician, who’s worked with some of 
the greatest names in the fight for family values. My good 
people, we must give Old Tourb the time and space he 
needs to tell his side of things. Right now he’s plainly in 
shock. Impartial analysis, this is what’s required of all of us. 
Oh shit. Oh, now you’ve done it. Look what you’ve done. 
He’s here. You really put your foot in it. Shit. Shit.” 


Gerdi had gone pale. He was looking at a point to the 
side of the crowd. Tarko stood up to follow the gaze. He 


walked to the edge of the stage. Qice and Deekus followed. 
Shelley was looking over, then Ross. The audience was 
turning in the direction. Tarko turned to glance back at 
Gerdi. He and his cronies were scampering. Not Tourb. 
He was still standing in the same place. Tarko turned back, 
looking in the direction almost everyone was now looking. 


They came. Old men, maybe thirty of them, sneering, 
boisterous. Damnably, damnably old. Their dark clothes 
held the memory of the time they were new, and bitterly 
displayed it, even as they fell apart at the seams. The most 
fitting uniforms for such a rabble. Every outfit was similar. 
This was some antiquated militia, there was no doubt about 
it. Each one of them gripped an antiquated pistol. Tarko 
had never seen so many firearms in one place. Individually, 
he would’ve given low chances of such a rusted relic 
properly firing. But it wasn’t likely that all thirty-odd pistols 
would malfunction at once. A glint of light shone from a 
spot on a dark shirt. Badges. The demeanor of cocky law- 
enforcement. A horrible malevolence, pickling in its own 
venomous juices through the long years. A brotherhood 
bonded by deep weakness, a weakness that led to 
desperation, a desperation that led to violence. All men, all 
old, all waging an impossible war against time and the 
universe. These things flashed into Tarkos mind. They 
lodged there with the strength of vision. They were true 
things, horrid things, Destiny things. 


The greybeards came on, heading towards the stage. 
At their head, a giant figure strode. He was nearly, if not 


fully, twice the height of the stooped old pistoleers. Height 
was the least of what made this strange creature stand out. 
The first, perhaps, was the massive neon-orange judicial 
periwig that sat atop his high head like a garish sentry 
tower. The hairpiece was abundant in its curls and frippery, 
but atop the great dark mass below it, it seemed not-so- 
much flamboyant as officious, a strange grand statement 
like a massive flag. The color seared itself into the retina of 
the onlooker, so bold was the orange. The dark robes below 
were equally bold in their judiciality. But they were at the 
opposite end of the flamboyancy spectrum. That pure inky 
blackness was bold. But it was the boldness of the deepest 
tomb. These garments flowed and flapped around a 
vigorous and massive form. Above the neat collar, the face 
that stared towards the stage was as massive, as sere, aS 
threatening as could possibly be imagined. That big stern 
face, packed with firm meat like a storage locker for a last 
meal, told of countless big stern judgements handed down 
without compunction. There was a stern arrogance not to 
be trifled with. There was a Hadean initiative. The massive 
figure strode, leading his lackeys, yet truly apart from them. 
It seemed the winds of Deaths own judgements were 
carried along on the billows of those robes. 


“Gerdi. Where are you scampering off to?” It boomed 
out like a proclamation from some dimension beyond time, 
calmly filling all of space. This was a voice honed for 
judgement. 


Gerdi scampered back onto the stage as quickly as 
he’d scampered off it. His lackeys were close behind, 
retaking their former positions. He went out to the center, 
standing beside the still-immobile Tourb. “Julius! Good 
judge, I didn’t see you there. We had just finished up and 
were heading out for a bite. What a pleasant, ah, day this 
is. How goes it?” 


“Poorly. It goes poorly, Gerdi, because we have 
criminals in our midst. Criminals who you’ve been 
cavorting with, knowingly or not. I needn’t remind you of 
all I’ve done for you, my boy. I hope you wouldn’t think of 
questioning my lawful apprehension of these scoundrels.” 


“Oh, Julius. Good Julius. You’re always keeping us 
safe. Oh, no, I’d never think of questioning your lawful 
apprehension of any scoundrels.” There was a deep pain in 
Gerdi now. Tarko saw that it was a pain beyond cowardice. 
Craven as the politician now was, there were emotions here 
even more powerful. 


“Very good. Then you and your men can join my 
procession.” 


“It would be an honor, Julius. Julius.” 


“That’s my name. No need to keep babblingly 
repeating it. Tourbuillon! Your reports have been a 
success. Getting found out at the end is a stain, however. 
Perhaps you’re not as cut out for espionage as we thought. 
It’s back to the desk with you, but your services have been 


very helpful. Expect a promotion, if only honorary. Come, 
then, join the procession.” 


Tourb, Gerdi, and all the mayors men scampered 
dutifully to a position behind the judges lackeys. The giant 
now addressed Shelley. 


“Captain Shelley, of the Farewell to Kings. You stand 
accused of vile villainies which may not go unpunished. | 
hereby sentence you and your cohorts to a trial by the elder 
council of Clarisso. Come quietly.” 


Tarko looked towards the crowd. It was gone. Nota 
single civilian was left in the town center. They’d all made 
themselves vanish. 


Shelley turned to Ross, Deekus, Qice, Tarko, Pert, 
Gaarth, Lahern. She looked at all of them, gathered there 
near the edge of the stage. “We have no choice. Follow 


” 


me. 


As they marched through the streets, flanked by the vicious 
old men, it seemed that the city had become deserted. Not 
a single civilian face appeared anywhere. They were 
heading directly into the center of Clarisso, where the 
towers stood in majestic contrast to the sensible 
architecture that surrounded them. The stink of dead fish 
seemed to grow stronger, though they were getting farther 
from the water. Tarko realized that it was a trick of the 
mind. The smells of baking and cooking, previously so ever- 


present that they ceased to register, had seemed to recede 
as well, but there were no shortage of corner cafes. It was 
plain that the people were in hiding. What had transpired 
to make them so fearful of this judge and his geriatric 
lackeys? Or was it simply a reflexive, irrational fear, a kind 
of superstitious panic at the sight of their lawgivers? 


The pistol-toting geezers were tireless in their 
marching. The legs of Qice, Gaarth and Pert were 
beginning to ache. At last they came to the very center of 
the city. The marble towers rose on all sides. Up close, they 
were different from the enchanted things they had seemed 
last night. Weathering had left massive drip patterns down 
their sides. They seemed more monolithic, more severe. 
Julius strode between them without once glancing at 
anything around him. Everyone followed. 


At the very centermost center, a ruin sat. Almost a ruin 
of a ruin, hardly anything left but short, scraggly grass, the 
only unkempt plot in a city full of sumptuous gardens. 

There were faint lines where once had been divisions 
between rooms. In a few places, low, crumbling remainders 
of past walls still existed. How long ago did those walls 
dissolve? What had happened? At the very center of this 
central plot, where it seemed a grand facility had once 
stood- had it been a courthouse?- there was a rectangular 
opening. It led down into blackness. Before this opening, a 
boy stood waiting with unnatural patience. 


Julius motioned to the child. “Go now, boy. It’s that 
time. Light the way.” 


The boy nodded. He pulled out an antiquated cigarette 
lighter and proceeded down the steps. The procession 
followed. As Tarko saw Tourb, then Gerdi and his 
procession, disappear through the musty subterranean 
portal, he felt a tingling in the back of his skull. Why should 
everyone comply with all this so unquestioningly? The guns 
obviously made folks more compliant. But if these so-called 
lawmen would shoot, in-cold-blood, any who disobeyed 
them, how much safer was it to follow them anyway? This 
situation reeked of funny business. No, it didn’t sit right 
with Tarko. Not one bit. He couldn’t take it, he was about 
to say something. But then, for the briefest moment, 
Shelley caught his eye. She nodded. It was barely 
perceptible. One nod. In that instant, she communicated to 
Tarko, somehow, that there was a plan, that they weren’t 
just going in blind. 


Down the steps they went, marching by the flickering 
light of the gothic black iron lanterns attached to the 
concrete walls of the descending way. The old pistoleers 
crowded close by them, eyeing. Nobody spoke. The 
descent ended in a dismal concrete hall. Many side 
passages extended from it. The height was just enough for 
Judge Julius to walk with the top of his orange periwig only 
slightly brushing the ceiling. A thin layer of water covered 
the floor. The procession marched. Mustiness, humidity, 
oppression. The water grew slightly deeper. Tarko feared 


it would get deep enough to soak his socks. After the 
passing-by of interminable side-passages, an already- 
opened set of double doors appeared straight ahead. They 
had come to the courtroom. 


The light boy ran around the large room, setting his 
lighter to the many candlestands. In the grime of the 
stagnant water, hordes of black eels darted away from the 
intruding light. They quickly hid themselves in the 
flickering shadows of the rusting metal furniture. Tarko 
looked around. There was no point of egress other than the 
Double doors they’d come in by. Overhead, a high ceiling of 
concrete was nearly lost in darkness. The proportions of 
this courtroom felt normal, as if its design were based on 
the courtrooms of the world above. The benches, the 
stands, all the usual court stuff was there, in its usual 
arrangement. Those elements of feigned normalcy only 
succeeded in making everything feel stranger. 


Judge Julius climbed the steps into the perch from 
which he cast his judgements. The prisoners were herded 
towards the dock. At that moment, it occurred to Tarko 
that he had arrived at the right time. But it was the wrong 
place. This thought made him nauseous, and he realized it 
made no sense. He wondered if a lack of oxygen down here 
was making it harder to think. His breathing felt normal. 
In a corner above, there was a small grate. It must have led 
up to the outer air. He wished that he could fly up through 
that grate, fly away, to his Beloved. Why was there so much 
water down here? What was the whole idea? He looked 


back. In the audience seating, Gerdis posse fidgeted 
uncomfortably. They would be no help. Not now, not ever. 
Helpless. 


Eight of the pistoleers took position in the jury box. 
Julius nodded to them. His head was even farther over 
everything on that high seat. It was impossible. The man 
had his head in the clouds. He pulled out a massive black 
iron gavel. Nobody made a sound. There was no need to 
bang that gavel. Perhaps it was a desire to warn the 
newcomers of the gavels potency, or perhaps it was mere 
ceremony, which compelled Julius to give the black iron 
sounding block two short, sharp strikes. Those strikes 
reverberated through Tarkos every cell. They set up a 
reverberation that felt like it would never stop. The judge 
peered down at his captives, then, as if he were peering 
into a pit full of rats. 


“Ladies and gentlemen of the jury. We are gathered in 
this Hall of Judgement to review and condemn the over- 
numerous crimes of Shelley Jert and her lackeys. I must 
warn you that this will not be a trial suitable for the 
spectatorship of anyone faint of heart. The criminals you 
see before you are the most brazenly unhallowed group of 
infiltrators I’ve ever come upon in my many years of legal 
work. Reviewing their misdeeds will prove more than 
unpleasant. But oh, I assure you, it will prove satisfying, 
when it’s time to mete out righteous punishment. The 
knowledge that we will take with us, from this sere Hall and 
out into the open air again, is the knowledge of having 


brought a grave threat to justice. A grave threat, ladies 
and gentlemen, a grave threat. Don’t believe that we only 
concern ourselves with what lies in the past. We are here 
to safeguard, not just our own future, but the future 
possibilities of the human species.” 


The judge leaned back in his seat. A pistoleer with a 
sheriff badge, standing below the stand, yelled, “Will the 
first witness please take the stand?!” Shelleys hand shot 
up. She didn’t wait to be acknowledged. “Will that be the 
witness for the defense, or for the prosecution?” 


Julius leaned forward to peer down his nose at her. 
“There is no defense, girl, for the ignoble villainies you have 
birthed.” 


“Then what’s the point of this trial?” 


“T’d have thought you’d be able to figure that out. It’s 
simply to assess the extent of damages done. First witness, 
you may proceed.” 


Old Tourb popped into the rusty metal witness box. He 
was now as hairless as he’d been previously. Deekus 
immediately stepped forward, straining the two pistoleers 
who held her back. “Your Honor, where are my hairpieces? 
This is a matter of importance-“ 


Julius put half the strength of his arm into an eardrum- 
shattering pound of the gavel. “SILENCE, WOMAN! You 


will not make this trial into farce!” His scowl was withering. 


Shelley yelled, “No, we won’t - it’s a farce from the 
outset!” 


Julius put his full strength into two more gavel bangs, 
and Tarko wondered if the ringing in his ears would ever 
stop. The judge seemed to know just how long to wait for 
that ringing to subside before speaking again. “Having the 
defendants gagged is not off the table. You’ll do nothing to 
help your case if you delay these proceedings with 
meaningless interruptions. I don’t intend to be down here 
all day and night. This should be a speedy trial, and so- 
help-me, it will be! And I promise you that you will not 
compromise the dignity of this place. So you better not try 
any more funny-business. Now, first witness! Proceed with 
your testimony.” 


Above, when he’d been found out, Tourbuillon had 
been as nervous as Tarko had ever seen anyone get. In that 
dismal subterranean place, surrounded by chaos and 
threats of violence, it looked, by the flickering lantern-light, 
like the man had regained complete composure. No, there 
was no doubt. He was calm as a cucumber. “Thank you, 
Your Honor. It’s a privilege to be a part of this veritable 
cavalcade of justice-“ 


The judge interrupted. “That’s not what a cavalcade is, 
Tourb. Just proceed with the testimony.” 


“Oh, ahh- ah. Of course, Your Honor. As many of you 
already know, it has been my task to track Shelley Jert and 
her lackeys. Infiltrate their operation, keep an eye on them. 


To do this, I had to leave behind my beloved family. We all 
must make sacrifices, I guess. I shaved my head, and 
became Councilman Duorg, a character I’d worked on for 
many years prior. Councilman Duorg is like me, but he’s 
unique. His interest in Tetris is much more casual, I’d say, 
like a guy who’s been into the game for less than a year and 
thinks he ‘gets it’ just because he knows some-“ 


Julius waved a hand. “Yes, yes. Please don’t put us to 
sleep. Your methods are unimportant. What matters is the 
results. The results, Tourb. What were they up to?” 


“That, Your Honor, is easily answered. What they were 
up to - rather, what Captain Shelley was up to - was a 
thoroughgoing research of our organization. The reason 
being, of course-“ 


“And how might she have gone about that research?” 


“OH!” Deekus practically jumped up and down. “Now 
I get it. YOU-“ she pointed at Julius. 


Julius stood abruptly, massive black iron gavel gripped 
over his head with both hands. When he brought it down, 
one, two, three, four, five, six, seven times onto the 
sounding block in quick succession, Tarko didn’t understand 
why there wasn’t, at the very least, a massive dent in the 
region of the force of those Hadean blows. He was 
legitimately worried he might be deaf. After a while, he was 
relieved to realize that there was ringing. That ringing felt 
more pained, more tremulous than the previous ringing. 
During the time of that ringing, Julius glared at the 


captives. Tarko could never forget that glare. It was a 
glare of judgement to end all judgements. That glare could 
never conceive of compromise. Those eyes, set in deep 
sockets with architecture like the ridges of the farthest 
lunar mountain range, smoldered with the unfathomable 
passion of the farthest limits of Abaddon. Seeing within the 
central depths of those eyes, Tarko nearly gasped. He had 
never expected to see anything like that all-consuming 
black horizon, that ultimate domain of unknowable force, in 
the waking world. There, in the uncanny black dot at the 
center of the whites of those eyes, he saw it. He saw it. It 
was compelling Julius to judgement against life, against 
everything. 


An eternity passed. The ringing died down. For the 
first time, Julius seemed to lose his composure. His body 
shook, causing the orange periwig to jostle around on his 
scalp. “You - have - been - warned. What is your name, 
woman?” 


“Deekus Morlay, man.” 


“T promise you, woman, that if there’s one more 
outburst from you, just one more, I will take this gavel and 
break both your hands.” 


Shelley said, “objection, dad.” 


Julius looked at Shelley with wide eyes, and for once, 
he was at a loss for words. He stared at her a moment 
longer. Then his gaze swiveled to a point in the middle 
distance. His lip almost began quivering, but he was able to 


stop it. “What is your objection, villainous child? What is 
your objection?” 


“Threats of violence to intimidate, in the very place you 
call a ‘Hall of Justice’ and tell us not to compromise the 
dignity of. Shameful. This is a new low, really.” 


Julius nodded. “Yes. Yes, pardon my lapse. Passion 
can get the better of even the most well-trained judges. 
Morlay, if that is your real name, of course I won’t break 
your hands. But you must be silent during witness 
testimony. Do you understand? It will not help your case if 
you continue interrupting. It’s not in your own best 
interest. Do you understand me, Morlay?” 


Deekus said, “I don’t like it, Jert. I don’t like any of 
this. And I still want my damn hairpieces back. But I’m also 
curious about how this trial will play out. I’m keen to hear 
what Old Duorg comes up with.” 


Pert raised a hand. “If I may-“ 


Julius waved Perts hand back down. “Yes, yes, the 
witness is named “Tourb’, not ‘Duorg’. Very good. And 
everyone please refer to me as ‘Your Honor’. It’s court 
custom. Now, Tourbuillon, continue.” The judge looked 
tired, but alert. 


“Ah, yes. I was... I was talking about what I found, 
while cruising around on the Farewell to Kings. And that 
was that Shelley Jert was looking for her father, who she 
had reason to believe, had snuck off to take up an 


honorable position as underground judge for Clarisso. An 
important post, one that entails great rewards. One of 
those rewards, as we know, is retirement at one of our 
great islands, where all the retirees needs are taken care 
of.” 


Qice looked over at Tarko. He mouthed the words “one 
of”. Tarko nodded. This was significant. How many 
locations had the black mineral? 


Tourb talked on. “I had noticed, each time we sailed 
from New Cancun to Clarisso, the route got a little closer to 
the island in question. She was gathering intel, from her 
network of associates at dockside public houses all over the 
place. Only she had access to all the pieces of the puzzle, 
and she hadn’t quite pieced it all together. But it was only a 
matter of time. Just this last Tuesday, it finally happened. A 
storm broke out. Now, it was pretty sudden. But the 
Farewell to Kings has all the latest radio equipment and 
everything. They keep tabs on the weather. What’s more, a 
massive hurricane hit the ship and we- and they barely 
went off course. This wasn’t even a category-one. But 
there were strong winds, and it wasn’t that far off the track. 
So it was quite plausible, when they ran into the island.” 


Julius nodded. “You mean to say that they used the 
storm as a convenient excuse to divert their course towards 
the island.” 


Lahern raised his hand. “Objection, Your Honor-“ 


“What now?” boomed Julius. 


“T had no knowledge of what the woman was scheming. 
Why am I lumped with these miscreants?” 


Julius chuckled. “It might have been better to maintain 
silence, my little orange pup.” 


“I’m not your little orange pup.” 


Julius ignored this. “According to my intelligence- 
though Tourbuillon will be able to fill the court in on it 
better than I- you’re here for the despicable crime of 
plotting to steal a sacred black rock from right under our 
noses, on top of the already serious crime of colluding with 
the rest of the infiltrators. Looks to me like you’re nearly as 
guilty as Captain Jert.” 


Tourb piped in, “That’s correct, Your Honor. He did 
wanna Steal a sacred black rock. I heard him!” He sharply 
pointed a finger at the accused. 


“You rat!” Lahern snarled, looking for all the world like 
a sharp-nosed orange hunting terrier, despite his 
conventional homo-simianoid* face. 


Julius chuckled. “Order, order. So then, Tourbuillon. 
They veered towards the island. What next?” The 
tiredness seemed to have dissolved. The judge was back in 
his element. 


“Captain Shelley explored the island with some grunts. 
It’s true that she didn’t let any of her passengers in on her 
true purpose at any time. Most of the crew was in the dark 
as well. Of course Morlay knew much more than most. She 


must’ve realized as soon as she saw you that you were the 
long-lost father. I’m sure she was just acting slow on the 
uptake to push your buttons.” 


“Well it succeeded, and we don’t need to dwell on it.” 


“Right. Scouring the island until she was satisfied you 
weren't there, she then decided you were most likely in 
Clarisso, and her best bet was to try and draw you out. For 
this purpose she went to her associate, renowned operative 
Tuckersin Bouliette. He was the only other person, besides 
myself of course, who knew the full extent of her plans.” 


“Objection,” said Pert. 
“What?” asked Julius tersely. 


“T thought you said none of the passengers knew what 
was going on. Tuckersin is a passenger.” 


Tourb snorted. “Not hardly! I can’t lump him in with 
you ‘cruisers’. The man is a sly operative with deep 
connections. If you believe he just happened upon the 
Farewell to Kings, that’s only because he wants you to think 
that. Bouliette concocted a strategy that would weaponize 
the emotions of the people on board. He told the 
passengers and crew a true story in which he laid out most 
of what he knew about our Family Circle. Excluding, of 
course, anything that had to do directly with Shelley and 
her family. Employing a tool known by operatives as 
‘reverse psychology’, he advised everyone not to repeat this 
tale, and certainly not to look into matters themselves - this 


after letting them know that they were headed towards one 
of our most prominent centers. He had Captain Shelley 
maintain this front as well. The intended effect was to force 
the judicial branch of our wondrous faith to take action, to 
prevent the spread of rampant gumshoes who might reveal 
our great hopes and plans before the world is ready for 
them. Then, to ensure that she would be personally 
apprehended, she headed with some cronies toward the 
mayors speech of today, in hopes of making a scene. She 
knows all-too-well of Your Honors penchant for taking 
serious matters into his own hands. The rest has been 
witnessed firsthand by everyone here save the light boy.” 


Ross exploded, “It was all a pack of LIES! Shelley, you 
were acting the WHOLE TIME!” 


Shelley rolled her eyes. “Oh, like you wouldn’t have 
done the same.” 


“Done the same? I couldn’t have even BEGUN to come 
up with that level of deception!” 


“Shut the fuck up, Ross.” 
“Lies! LIES!” 
“Oh my God, Ross, SHUT THE FUCK UP.” 


Julius raised his gavel threateningly. Everyone decided 
they were done talking. 


Tarkos mind raced. How had Tuckersin and Shelley 
known he’d be listening when they revealed the name of 


“Family Circle”? He realized that they wouldn’t have had 
to. Multiple people might have been listening in. It was 
only that natural bias towards selfcenteredness inherent in 
all living beings, that kept this from being immediately 
obvious. Then he realized that they hadn’t even needed the 
name, that he hadn’t done anything with it, anyway. The 
storm had been a bit of luck. But it wasn’t that lucky. 
Storms were common around here. If the hurricane had hit 
when the Farewell was on the Clarisso side of New Cancun, 
they could have gone straight to the island without anything 
seeming unusual. He thought of those island dwellers, 
holed up in their miserable toilet homes while the 
otherworldly winds ripped apart the fabric of reality all 
around them. How much could those soot igloos withstand? 
He knew there were some storms nothing could withstand. 
He now realized that if everyone on the island was killed by 
such a storm, the Family Circle wouldn’t see it as a loss. 
They might see it as a wonderful blessing. Try as he might, 
he couldn’t understand such people. There could be no 
connection between them and him. None. 


Julius frowned. “So in short, Tourbuillon, you mean to 
say that we’ve been successfully played by my devilish 
vixen-of-a-daughter.” 


“In short, Your Honor, yes, though I don’t know that 
that’s quite how I would have put it.” 


“What are you saying? How else would it be put? Do 
you mean to imply that that’s a strange way for me to 


describe my daughter?” 


Old Tourb fidgeted. “I- I’m afraid that, yes, it may have 
crossed my mind. Your Honor.” 


“No, no, thank you for saying so. If nobody tells me 
these things, I won’t know them. Though I really can’t help 
it if she is a devilish vixen. It seems the only appropriate 
way to really capture her mischievous character, but I’ve 
been told by others that ‘vixen’ has rather saucy 
connotations for a word to describe ones own offspring. I 
understand the thinking. But let’s not get sidetracked. 
We’ve apprehended every key player, it seems, except for 
the rascal Tuckersin Bouliette. Where’s that villain now?” 


“I can answer that question.” 


From through the open double doors, Tuckersin 
marched at the head of his own procession. The courtroom 
was suddenly very crowded. Behind him was a near-army 
of lackeys, surrounding a center of nine from among the 
regions most influential political ranks. In total, ten heavy- 
hitters entered that sarcophagal judicial chamber. The 
door guards hands reflexively reached towards their pistols, 
with the rest of the pistoleers not far behind. Spotting this, 
Julius bellowed, “STAND DOWN, YOU IDIOTS!” A shot fired 
at that moment might have brought on a full-scale tribal 
war to rend the coastal metropolitan areas asunder. 


The procession swallowed up Gerdis group. The mayor 
reluctantly edged in closer to his fellow policymakers, 
seeing which way the chips were falling. The march 


continued, right up to where the erstwhile-captives stood. 
Tuckersin stood in their midst, right beside Shelley. “Julius! 
Good Julius. We don’t get to talk often enough. I told your 
daughter I’d help her find you. I keep my word. But I 
admit she did most of the heavy lifting. Now, what’s this 
kangaroo court performance all about!” He spread his 
hands and turned insouciantly to either side, displaying a 
lopsided grin. 


Julius rose from his seat. He towered like an immortal 
being, looking down from some high sepulchral universe. 
“Ladies and gentlemen. I see that Dr. Bouliette has 
gathered a who’s-who of area leadership. I don’t know how 
he compelled you to leave your duties, at what must have 
been such short notice, for this little quibble. It seems he’s 
even more well-connected than I thought. No matter. 
You’re all here, to see the trial that has turned into a 
flasco.” 


A long, lank woman with long, lank hair stepped 
forward, taking up a space between the leadership circle 
and Tuckersin. Tarko noticed that even the other leaders 
stepped back when she moved. She was evidently someone 
of particular importance. “Julius,” she said in a calm voice 
that projected better than a normal shout, “I wish I could 
feel certain that it wasn’t a fiasco from the outset. What 
Tuckersin says about a ‘kangaroo court’ isn’t far off.” 
(Tarko reflected that it wasn’t off at all.) “But we wouldn’t 
be here just for this. We’re here because we need to talk 
about a few things. It’s time for some hard discussions. 


Julius, the job you and your posse have done cleaning up 
the streets of Clarisso is phenomenal. I don’t know if 
there’s ever been anything else like it in the region. Just 
ten years ago, the docks were lousy with pickpockets. Now 
look. Everyone in this town and beyond owes you a debt of 
gratitude. But nobody, not even you, can go around 
terrorizing political enemies with no oversight or 
responsibility. There need to be consequences. This court, 
Julius, has written itself a blank check. No, it’s written itself 
a book of blank checks, which it grabs from freely.” 


Julius somehow managed to look even more serious 
than normal. “Patron Parkanno. Nobody, in the whole of 
the mutated southern continent we call home, is owed more 
gratitude than you. When I contemplate your 
contributions, it nearly brings me to tears. There’s nothing 
that could be of more value to this court than the shining 
light of your honest assessment. But, dear Parkanno. Even 
you. I can accept anything from you, anything, far more 
than I can accept from anyone. But even you mustn’t 
suggest that, by endeavoring to bring the enemies of my 
most valued and beloved faith to justice, by attempting to 
mete out well-deserved punishment to reasonless 
blasphemers, I’m somehow misusing my post. Parkanno, 
ladies, gentlemen, one and all, hear me now. I will never 
back down, and this court will never back down, from the 
battle against heresy. We do this for you as much as we do 
it for us. What value can blasphemy have? Why should we 
allow it? Now, the people don’t understand. But they’ll 


understand one day. The position of leader, as you know 
only too well, requires infinite patience.” 


Patron Parkanno nodded. “Yes. It does. Julius, I’ve 
worked with many excellent colleagues who share your 
faith, the faith in the inherent criminality of existence.” 


“Yes,” Julius almost seemed to caw out. “Life is 
criminal. Existence is criminal. Criminals must be put 
behind bars. They must be punished.” 


“Yes,” Parkanno nodded, “and that’s your legitimate 
belief. It’s one that you’ve come to after significant 
consideration and meditation. Your right to hold that view 
is not, must never be, in question. As I was saying, so many 
of our most talented peers are in agreement with your 
creed to some degree, all the way to the most devout. And 
we all respect your faiths desire for secrecy, for respect of 
privacy and for the privilege of gaining certain knowledge 
which you hold sacred. But this is the northern coastal 
region of the mutated southern continent, for Gods sake. 
This is a spiritually diverse area. It isn’t in our traditional 
values to base legislation off the scruples of a single 
religion. When you start doing that, it’s a slippery slope. 
We don’t plan to go down that slope.” 


Julius frowned a frown heavy as a billion tons of iron. 
“There’s no more slippery slope, Patron Parkanno, than the 
unctuous slope of blasphemy. I’m sure that religious 
diversity is in our values, but I didn’t get the memo. This 
court serves righteousness, not diversity.” 


Parkanno frowned, and she matched Julius. “Were- 
that-it-were so simple to identify ‘righteousness’.” 


“T know what it is.” 

“Then what’s the jury for?” 

“They help expedite the process.” 
“Julius, now you’re not even trying.” 


“T try. Every day, we try. For the sake of this city and 
of the world, we try. Patron, I have listened to you. Now 
listen to me. We are keeping this city safe. We’ll continue 
to do so. We bleed for this city. Look at me, you 
distinguished politicians. Do you not see it? I bleed. I 
bleed my lifes blood for you, for the people, so that they can 
have the gift of safety. I have bled myself dry, for the sake of 
justice. Let me do my part. Let us do what we must. 

Please don’t try to stand in our way.” As he said these 
words, the massive man seemed almost to take pleasure in 
the idea of bleeding to the point of incapacitation. Nothing 
made Tarko squirm. This made him squirm. 


A man stepped forward, to the side of Patron Parkanno. 
He too was tall and lank, but his features had a squareness 
that made him seem less thin. “But the problem is that 
there isn’t one monolithic definition of justice, of what it 
means to serve justice.” 


Julius peered down at the fellow and managed, 
somehow, to frown even more heavily. “Gassops. Potentate 
Gassops. I never thought I’d see you in such a position.” 


“You mean, Julius, that you never thought you’d see me 
‘betray the faith’?” 


“Well if you put it that way, I suppose I won’t argue.” 
The judges sudden smile brimmed with pain and smugness, 
and a deeper bitterness than could be analyzed. 


“But suppose I’m not betraying the faith? Suppose 
you’re simply mistaken, and your position isn’t the only one 
representative of the faith? I hate to say this, Julius. You’re 
so respected in the community that few dare gainsay you. 
But there’s mutterings, all through the Family Circle. 
There’s been mutterings of dissatisfaction for the way you 
run things, making enemies left and right. I tell you, Julius, 
it’s not healthy. Many of us have had enough. Suppose that 
we were outnumbered, and your side won. How weakened 
would a civil war leave all of us?” 


“All of us?” Julius cocked an eyebrow. “Oh well, I have 
a brilliant solution. Don’t enter into civil war. It’s not like 
I’m foisting one on you. You know, this trial wasn’t always a 
circus. I remember when it used to be about justice.” 


“No, dad.” Shelley could bear it no longer. “It was 
never about justice. It was always only ever about your 
crippling insecurity.” 


It was then that the banging began in earnest. 
“ORDER”, the apoplectic judge shouted. He pounded the 
sounding block with a swift but furious blow. “ORDER!” 
POUND. “ORDER!” POUND. He was waging war against 
the sounding block with his apocalyptic gavel, shouting 


without pause. The potentates winced, but held back, 
saying nothing, making no attempt to end the madness. 
Judge Julius pounded, his face turned white as a sheet from 
utter rancor, great orange periwig leaping up and down on 
his head like a mop in an earthquake, and Tarko felt that 
the walls of his mind might come crumbling down. “ORDER 
IN THE COURT! I DEMAND THERE BE ORDERIN THIS 
COURTROOM! DEMAND! ORDER! ORDER!! ORDER, 
ORDER, ORDER IN THE COURT!!!” 


The pounding solemnly died down. There was ringing 
silence. Tarko forgot about his eardrums. Like everyone 
else, he was stunned. That was when Puorkusguss Gerdi 
stepped forward. “Ladies and gentlemen.” He wore the 
serenity of one who’d come out on the other side of stress. 
“We’re at an impasse. I have a suggestion. Suppose we 
brought in an outside voice to help-“ 


Julius boomed, “There are no outside voices here, 
Gerdi.” 


“Oh really? What about celebrity guest Qice 
Kalcollins?” 


“Don’t play games with this courtroom. Kalcollins has 
cozied up to the criminals. He was one of those planning to 
infiltrate our group.” 


“Infiltrate? What exactly is the nature of his crime, 
Julius?” 


The judge turned to Old Tourb. “Tell these people 
what you found on the clown.” 


“Well, Qice Kalcollins has been aimless since the 
ending of the decades-long run of his Amiable Troupe of 
Acrobatic Knaves. He joined the cruise on a lark. He 
stands accused of planning and aiding in the planning of 
infiltration. I can’t say that I have many incriminating 
specifics. It seems that he wanted to find a member of the 
Family, and ask them about it, to learn more in pursuit of his 
Own curiosity.” 


“Did you not tell me,” boomed Julius, “that he spoke of 
plans to write about us under an assumed name?” 


Tourb was sheepish. “I’m afraid that’s not precisely 
correct, Your Lordship. If I recall correctly-“ 


“See to it,” bellowed Julius, “that you always recall 
correctly while you’re working in this Hall of Justice!” 


“Yes! Yes, of course, Your Great Honor.” Tourb 
frantically shuffled through a stack of papers. The 
courtroom waited impatiently. “Ah, yes! Yes. Here it is. 
And I quote, ‘I’ve known so many secret societies, I’m 
almost like a collector now. Maybe that should be my 
second act. I could write books about secret societies! 
What a perfect excuse to use a pen name. Brilliant.’ Now, 
certainly this is a suspicious statement. I can’t reach the 
conclusion, however-“ 


“Yes, yes,” bellowed Julius. “We can all come to our 
own conclusions. So he didn’t quite say that he was going 
to share our specific secrets. The statement still works 
against his character. In any case, he certainly never had 
any intention of joining. Correct?” 


“Correct, Your Honor. That much is certain.” 


Patron Parkanno said, “Julius, I don’t think you’ve 
succeeded in naming a single crime.” 


“Oh come, good Parkanno. Surely you realize that if 
everyone asked about our group, but no one joined, the 
existence of the group would hardly qualify as secret.” 


Potentate Gassops said, “If I hear you correctly, Julius, 
the criminality of Qices intentions hinge on him not desiring 
to join the group beforehand. I know of another man who 
learned about some of our greatest, most sacred mysteries, 
yet chose not to go any further.” 


“Dr. Bouliette? Why, he’s the greatest villain of them 
all.” 


“Perhaps in the context of the current trial. But for 
years before this, the top ranks of the faith considered him 
an excellent ally. He certainly wasn’t brought on trial. And 
his breaches are far greater than anything the hilarious 
Qice has committed.” 


“That,” said Julius bitterly, “is a testament to the 
ineptitude of past leadership.” 


“That,” said the undeterred potentate, “is legal 
precedent. Is it the fault of Kalcollins that he learned what 
he did? Is it not the responsibility of the faithful to present 
compelling reasons to prospective converts? Is Qice 
Kalcollins not the very sort of wholesomely popular 
celebrity we’d most want in our ranks? Why do you detain 
him, rather than trying to win him over? I think Parkanno is 
right. There’s no crime here. Qice can be considered an 
outside voice.” 


Julius put his head in his hands. He moaned, rested 
himself for a forlorn moment. He brought his gaze back up 
to the resolute courtroom. That worm, Gerdi, had been 
emboldened by the presence of his political betters, and 
he’d pulled out his little performer. Gerdi would have to be 
watched in the future. He was too clever by half. “Alright. 
The circus continues. Suppose I were to humor this 
criminals purported ‘outside help’. Clown. Can it be that 
you have any sensible suggestions for how we might break 
our stalemate?” 


Qice stepped forward. “Why, a thought did occur to 
me, Your Honor. The good mayor, without naming names, 
was raving about an ‘area judge’ who was a dab hand at the 
game of billiards. Might that be you?” 


“It could be none other. Nobody can defeat me. But 
now is not the time for talk of games. Clown, I advise you 
not to try any funnyman routines.” 


“Oh, no, Your Honor. Perish the thought! You may or 
may not like this, but I just want to put it out there. 
Suppose we played a little game of billiards, for high stakes, 
with one of the accused versus your distinguished self? If 
we lost, not only would we admit to guilt, but- but-“ 


“Out with it, clown.” 
Deekus gasped. “Oh no, Qice, you can’t mean that!” 


Shelley gasped. “Oh! Surely you don’t plan on 
wagering your classic hairpiece, from the many years on 
the road with the famous and edifying Amiable Troupe of 
Acrobatic Knaves. Why, Qice, it’s priceless! I thought that 
was your retirement plan.” 

“OOOHHH!” cried Pert. “I might have to faint straight 
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away 


Julius barked, “Come down from the hysteria, 
everybody! It’s just a damn hairpiece!” 


Gaarth fainted. 


“Alright,” said Julius as Pert and Ross attended to the 
still-frail man. “I admit your offer does hold some 
temptation. What you describe is essentially justice being 
served, plus a valuable curio in the bargain, at little-to-no 
effort on my part. In the extraordinarily unlikely, if not 
impossible, instance of your victory, what would be the 
conditions, clown?” 


“Only that we go free and are given a deluxe tour of 
the Family Circle facilities. No sacred secrets, no stealing of 
any rocks. It might even win you a convert or two.” 


“Not all of the facilities, I presume.” 


“Oh, your honor, I only mean the places that would be 
accessible to anyone interested in joining. As has been said, 
it was only interest that drove us to this point.” 


“IT see. Well. Interest. Always ‘just asking questions’. 
And it’s tolerance of these questions that weakens the 
Family year by year, makes us more tolerant of Jife.” He 
spat this last word, like a piece of toxic gristle only just now 
dislodged from his teeth. “It keeps us from making any real 
progress. Weak willed, weak kneed question humorers. 
That’s the epidemic we have to deal with. And here they 
are now, making a mockery of all that is sacred. I should 
put you all on trial. Yes, Patron Parkanno, even you. And 
most of all you, Gassops. You’re the very face of the 
problem. But the damnable clown isn’t innocent either. 
None of you are. You are guilty, eternally guilty, of 
insufferable crimes of life and love. Of perpetuating the 
tiresome nonsense of existence, while this court works for 
the good, works to take the scales from the eyes of the 
masses and show them the true meaninglessness of the 
nonsense of our thinking state. Pah. None can understand. 
None have the spirit, the gumption, to cut through the 
nonsense. I suppose it’s just another part of the curse 
called ‘being’. But I tire easily. I’m tired of dealing with all 


this clowning, tired of fighting hopeless battles, of arguing 
endless arguments in the endless quest to help people who 
won't be helped. Pah. Very well. Enough. I give in. I’ll 
defeat your lackey at billiards, daughter Shelley, and then 
we can proceed to the sentencing. And when you lose, 
don’t forget that I’ve done it all, done everything that I’ve 
done, to help people like you and your mother and the 
millions out there, help them to see through the veil.” 


Shelley hid her emotions masterfully. “And when you 
lose?” 


Julius looked to the side and grumbled. “Keep 
dreaming. Nine-ball, first to six. Let’s get this done as 
quickly as possible. Who’s the lackey I’ll be whipping?” 


Qice rubbed his chin, making a show of taking time in 
selecting. “Well, Judgie, I like your game-“ 


“It’s ‘Your Honor’, you palefaced buffoon.” 


Parkanno snorted. “Really, Julius, mocking the skin 
condition of the great Qice Kalcollins. I thought you were 
better than that.” 


Julius held his hands up. “Alright, alright. I don’t know 
how ‘great’ the clown is, but I agree we shouldn’t mock skin 
conditions. Now let’s get moving!” He pulled himself up. 


“Alright,” said Qice, oblivious to the politicizing. “It’sa 
tough call, but I’ve seen our resident artist, Tarko 
Bennesion, make some pretty good shots. Tark, do you 
think you can take on the judge for us?” 


He’d known, of course, that this was what it was all 
leading up to. He’d played against Chief Oddo. He’d never 
played any other billiards game in his entire eighty-six 
years. For whatever reason, Qice was certain that game 
hadn’t been a fluke. Perhaps he was right. In assessing 
billiards skill, Qice seemed to know what to look for. He 
acted like he knew, anyway. Could Tarko beat the baneful 
judge? He had no idea. There was nothing for it. He’d just 
have to try. He nodded. “Sure. I’m afraid I may let 
everyone down, and I certainly don’t want to be the one 
responsible for the loss of your amazing classic hairpiece.” 
He threw this one in at the last second, getting into the 
spirit of the game. “But this is where we've arrived. 
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There’s nothing to do now but ‘rack them up’. 


The mass of people squeezed out into the hall. The judge 
and the light boy led the way through dozens of twists and 
turns. The water on the ground got shallower, until it was 
just a thin layer of dampness. Always, the elderly pistoleers 
stayed close to the Farewell to Kings group, though now 
their posture was less threatening, more uncertain. Always 
the hallways were the same drab concrete. Tarko 
wondered if the light boys light would run out of oil, so 
many lanterns were being lit. At one point, he swore the 
hall was taking a slight downward shift. The dampness 
disappeared. It somehow got into Tarkos head that it had 
only ever been there to give the small black eels a habitat, 
but he couldn’t think of what purpose those eels served. 


Perhaps they “cleaned up” recently-dead corpses by eating 
them - what a ridiculous thought! Yet it was the only 
explanation he could come up with, at that moment. How 
far below the city were they? He felt he didn’t want to be 
any further. What kind of a design was this? Who had 
thought that it was a good idea to make anything this 
difficult and time-consuming to navigate? He couldn’t 
begin to fathom it. Nobody said a thing through the whole 
march. An unpleasant, cloying silence reined. 


At the end of yet another drab hall, they came to 
double doors like the ones into the judicial chambers. The 
great hall they led into was similar in size to those 
chambers. That was where the similarities ended. Even 
Tarko, not normally impressed by fancy digs, was briefly 
stunned by the opulent contrast. Mahogany and velvet 
were the two main materials of the exquisitely crafted 
furnishings. There was a stodginess there, in that luxurious 
space. The periphery was filled with easy chairs and tables, 
minibars, bookshelves, coatracks, lamps with exquisite 
multicolored lampshades. Masterful paintings in gilt frames 
lined the walls. Outdoor scenes were common, scenes of 
hunting expeditions, of lazy dandies lounging in well- 
maintained parks. There were a few urban landscapes with 
mighty towers and small, well-dressed people, a few 
nautical scenes with crashing waves and glowing ships. 

The most common genre was the portrait. Tarko couldn’t 
believe the level of skill on display. These portraits were the 
equal of anything anywhere. It was tragic, he realized 


without a trace of irony, that the subject matter had been so 
restricted. Old patriarchs and matriarchs, mostly the 
former, their frowning visages set against dusty black 
backgrounds. All dressed in simple, old-fashioned clothes. 
There were too many. How long had the Family Circle 
existed? It was certainly nothing new. People like this had 
congregated, unofficially, in places of power, since the first 
human city and possibly before. It would have only been a 
matter of crafting a mythos they could all agree on. Like 
herding cats. But once they were herded, they would stay 
together. Loyal, despite themselves. The portraits stared 
out. There was hopeless tranquility in their weathered 
stares. 


Julius beckoned Tarko to a rack of cue sticks. “Come, 
boy. Choose your cue.” 


He stepped up to the judge. He openly scrutinized the 
man. He was a full head taller than Tarko. There could be 
no doubt that those robes weren’t hiding any lack of 
muscle. Even Deekus would have looked a bit small next to 
him. There was only one person in the billiards hall who 
could compare to Judge Julius physically. Only one person 
who he couldn’t, by himself, intimidate. That one person 
just happened to also be his billiards opponent. 


“How old are you, judge?” 


“Refer to me as ‘Your Honor’, even outside the 
courtroom.” 


“How old are you, judge?” 


“T don’t like your tone, boy.” 
“The feeling’s mutual, ‘boy’.” 


Julius stopped in the middle of taking out his cue stick, 
set it back, faced the imperturbable purpurate Baboonoid 
with a scowl. “I suppose you think you’re a contributing 
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member of society, with your ‘art’. 


“I was out pounding the hard roads, suffering for my 
quest, while you were playing games in opulent comfort. I 
imagine you’ve gotten used to people being intimidated by 
you, judge. I think you'll find that your daughters friends, 
or should I say ‘lackeys’, don’t intimidate as easily as the 
usual crowd.” 


“Oh, alright, ask a stupid question, get a stupid answer. 
Just grab your cue and let’s get to it. You go first.” 


Tarko nodded. “Now you’re speaking my language.” 


There were three sumptuous billiards tables in the 
hall. Each was surrounded by open floor. There were 
chairs all around, but only one person, an old guy from 
among the important people Tuckersin had brought down, 
took a seat. Everyone else, from the lowest lackey to 
Parkanno herself, stood with necks craning, anxious to 
catch every moment of the match. Old Tourb racked up the 
balls. Tarko broke them without a trace of anxiety. Easy, 
fluid, he called his shots. It was a lucky break. There were 
no particularly tough angles, no vexing obstructions. He’d 


soon pocketed the nine-ball and was standing back to see 
how Julius did. 


It was uncannily similar, almost identical in length, 
difficulty, casualness. Julius ran the table with the same 
effortless grace. Like Tarko, he got a lucky break. Like 
Tarko, he moved away and into spectator mode the moment 
he’d pocketed the nine-ball. Tarko stepped back up. Tourb 
racked them. Tarko struck, and this time, it was almost 
easy again, but there was one problem. The five-ball sat 
right next to the six-ball, in front of a side pocket. Struck 
directly, it would knock the six-ball in. On either side, the 
higher-number balls sat obstructing likely approaches. 
Tarko pocketed the lower balls without problem. He went 
slightly slower now. He was clearly thinking. Once he’d 
knocked the four-ball out of the way, he stood for a moment, 
deliberating. 


It only took him a moment. “Five-ball, corner pocket.” 
He pointed. He practically slammed the cue ball with his 
stick. To Qice, it seemed far too hard for such a delicate 
situation. Yet the ball didn’t go flying. It went right by the 
seven-ball, missing it by a hairs-breadth. It hit the rail and 
bounced off, nudging the five-ball in what looked like an 
awkward fashion. The ball spun off to the side. It kept 
spinning, like a top. Its trajectory appeared to have it 
stopping safely before the corner pocket. It slowed down. 
Was it some sort of residual momentum that kept it from 
stopping? Slowly, slowly, it soun towards the pocket. It 
seemed certain that it would stop on the very lip. But it 


spun. And it went into the pocket. The crowd exhaled 
involuntarily. The rest of the game was a cakewalk. 


Tourb racked up, and Julius stepped up. He was 
regretting letting the miscreant go first. This was not some 
ordinary shlub he was dealing with. How long had the 
Baboonoid played the game? Surely this was a hustler 
situation. Putting everything out of his mind, he focused on 
nothing but billiards, relaxing himself, cooling his nerves. 
The game had a few slightly tricky angles. Nothing too 
daunting. He finished it up. It was two-and-two. Tarko 
stepped up, and this time, it was he who followed the judge 
in getting a strikingly similar break. A few delicate shots. 
He tried to remain focused, to remain interested in this 
simple game. He kept reminding himself that much was at 
stake. He wished it all wasn’t so new to him. If he’d been 
able to practice for this, things wouldn’t feel as up-in-the-air 
as they did. Could he pull off the next difficult trick, when it 
reared its ugly head? He imagined his hands were tracing 
the contours of his Lady of Destiny, rather than merely 
knocking balls around childishly. He put the control, the 
finesse, of his artistry, into his efforts. He finished out the 
game without incident. 


Julius breathed deeply. He stepped up, silently praying 
to the Great Oblivion that he get a good break. He knocked 
the cue ball. It rolled in a white blur. Madness. Everything 
in the way of everything else. Nothing where it should be. 
He circled the table, puzzling it over. All the pockets near 
the one-ball were guarded by balls directly in front of them. 


Across the table was a landmine of balls. He called his shot. 
He’d need to make it clear to the other side. He hit the cue 
ball with devastating controlled force. It hit the one-ball 
squarely, with a satisfying report. The ball hit the railing 
and whizzed towards the other side of the table. It 
narrowly missed colliding with the four-ball. Just as it 
seemed it was going into the pocket, it bounced around the 
edges. The angle had been slightly off - off so slightly that 
the finest instruments would have barely detected the 
deviation. Tarko stepped up without a moments hesitation, 
knocking it in. He proceeded to clear the table. Making it 
look like it was nothing. Making Julius feel like he didn’t 
even know how to play the game. God damn it. One tiny, 
petty angle. What madness had made him agree to this, to 
a high-stakes game with an opponent he knew nothing 
about? He knew the answer. But he refused to think about 
it. He couldn’t think about it. Yet he couldn’t not think 
about it, either. The word hubris crept into the back of his 
brain, making his eyeballs twitch. 


The rest of the matches passed without incident. 
Neither player made any more errors. Tarko reached six 
games. There was no use imagining how things might have 
been. The artist was a superior player. Julius had never 
heard of anyone who could paint and play billiards. But this 
strange fellow was only similar to other artists he’d known 
in one respect, that he was a criminal. Otherwise, he was a 
world apart. There was a resolute loneliness that couldn’t 
be compared to the wailing neuroticism he’d seen before, a 


steely romanticism totally incompatible with those 
cosmopolitan flights of narcissist trend-chasing. And the 
mania. The veritable insanity in those piercing jet-black 
eyes burned with an adamantium passion impossible to 
imagine in the watery, slothful eyes of even the best of the 
great artists he’s shaken hands with. Julius knew now that 
this man was no hustler. He couldn’t hide his emotions, 
didn’t want to, and never would. Julius had been made the 
victim of pure lunacy in human form. He was the victim of a 
true Man of Romance. 


“So they’re making a comeback,” he muttered under 
his breath as Tarko pocketed the final ball, freeing him and 
his friends before an audience of some of the greatest 
leaders on this side of the continent. “Romance is finally 
making a comeback. This should be interesting.” 


It was already late in the day as the parade of potentates 
and lackeys swarmed out from the ruins at the center of 
Clarisso, marching towards the docks. The Farewell to 
Kings gang was abuzz with elation. Qice yelled, “Our old 
buddy Tark delivers yet again! Christ-on-a-stick, does it feel 
good to breathe the fresh air again, fish smell be damned. I 
thought those pistol-toting sickos were gonna strip us 
naked and spank us while we were stuck in stocks and 
stirrups or something. I thought those disgusting eels were 
gonna be nibbling on our-“ 


Deekus interrupted, “Please, Qice. Don’t make poor 
Gaarth faint again. You’re right, though, boy-does-it-feel 
damn good to be outta there. But Shelley, I don’t feel like 
we’re getting those hairpieces back. Looks like you’re 
gonna have to buy me replacements, which might not be 
easy. You can’t just pony up, the money’s the easy part. 
The important thing is finding quality. It’s rare, my good 
woman. That kinda quality is like a needle in a haystack!” 


Shelley laughed tiredly. “At the next port, First Mate 
Deekus. I have good eyes for this sorta thing too, you know. 
We have to be outta here tomorrow morning. Bazz will 
have attended to everything. Our next stop is the Isle of 
Eyes. We’ve got a deluxe tour coming our way, Potentate 
Gassops says. Apparently Eyes is the central hub for all of 
the Family Circle. You probably didn’t hear what he was 
saying just now.” 


“No, I couldn’t hear anything above all the chatter. 
Anyway, I doubt such an outta-the-way burg will have a top- 
notch toupee purveyor.” 


“Don’t be too sure. If Gassops is to be believed, the 
cult is even more influential than we thought. There could 
be money going into that little island. I admit, though, 
there might not be squat. It’s one of the few spots along 
the coast I haven’t made it to. This’ll be a truly educational 
tour.” 


They chatted and walked, jubilant. As the procession 
moved down the streets, closer and closer to the docks, 


Shelley left her friends chatting and moved closer and 
closer to Julius. He was the only thoroughly silent member 
of that parade. The streets were otherwise silent. Few 
people were out. The ones that saw the feared Judge Julius 
and his ruthless posse marching as equals with a swarm of 
other folk, could hardly believe their eyes. Shelley caught 
up to her father. “Julius. You have much to explain. I hope 
you aren’t planning on skipping this tour.” 


“I’m here now, aren’t I? I’m sure there are more 
productive things I could have been doing. Now I have to 
keep an eye on things, to make sure you don’t take liberties 
with gullible Gassops. After you’ve bamboozled me.” 


“As I said, there’s much to discuss. I won’t allow you to 
skip out on any of it, as you skipped out on your vulnerable 
young family those many years ago.” 


“Oh, spare me. Don’t act like your mother was so 
helpless. There was plenty of help from all sides.” 


“You never fail to disgust me, Julius.” 


“Always the theatrics. Alright. My waking nightmare 
of personal indignities will never cease, it seems. I’m 
resigned to that now. ‘Discuss’ what you must with me, only 
not now, not after I’m worn down and beaten by a day of 
surprise humiliation in front of Patron Parkanno and, now, 
half the city. (Mumble, mumble)- Even Gerdi was in on it.” 


“You truly only think of yourself. Alright. For me to 
expect you to learn anything is beyond foolish. You know 


nothing of indignity. But I won’t waste my breathe. Rest 
up, and I'll talk to you more tomorrow, when you’re awake, 
aware. Able to absorb things better. I won’t be 
discouraged from having these discussions. No matter how 
futile they might seem, my dear mother would have wanted 
me to make the effort. If it’s only empty ceremony, it’s a 
ceremony in her honor, and that’s enough for me.” She 
disappeared into the crowd, in the direction of her 
“lackeys” that the judge now realized were, in fact, friends. 
That damned girl had really grown like her mother, it 
seemed. Troublesome. Julius tried to hold back a bitter 
smile. 


The nine potentates cheered as the procession came, 
by the soft glow of early evening, to the Farewell to Kings. 
Gerdi joined them in excitement, waving his arms in the air. 
Tarko didn’t fully understand it. What were they so excited 
about? They weren’t the ones who’d been abducted by 
crooked law enforcement. Perhaps they were just happy to 
be rid of Julius, even if only for a short while. The judge and 
Gassops made final arrangements with their lackeys. Then 
the two men got on the ship, without any luggage, without 
looking back. The rest of the crowd waved and departed 
for their separate destinations. Gaarth was colorless, 
barely keeping himself from collapsing in exhaustion. His 
beard truly smelled like a dead animal that had been 
pickling in the floor water of the underground courtroom. 
Only Pert, extremely tired himself, could tolerate being near 
it. He had to guide his partner back to their room, 


propping him up however was convenient. “I’m proud of 
you,” he whispered to the nearly insensate fellow. “We’ve 
done so much today.” Gaarth tried to mumble something 
about not having much choice. He was too tired to mumble. 
Everyone was tired. Tarko went straight to his cabin. He 
plopped into the hammock and was fast-asleep before his 
eyes were fully closed. 


That night he dreamt he was in a massive pastel-colored 
bath-hall. The air was so damp, pastel plaster was peeling 
and bubbling from the walls. There were no windows. This 
distressed him. If there had been only one small window, he 
could have felt that he wasn’t underground again. But, in 
the dream, he didn’t give it too much thought. Ornate 
chandeliers hung high overhead, casting an abundance of 
shimmering light over the wet scene. When the dampness 
snuffed out a candle, which happened frequently, a light boy 
flapped through the moist air on little cherub wings and 
relit it with a baroque cigarette lighter. The hall stretched 
on and on in either direction, until in the far distance, 
visibility was obstructed by a soft blue haze. Throughout its 
length and breadth, identical clawfoot bathtubs were evenly 
spaced out across the floor. They were the basic white 
model with brass legs, common in homes and inns. In every 
single tub, bathers splashed in water the inky black color of 
the deepest void. Not at all like a fluid dyed black, this was 
like a fluid made up of black, comprised of pure darkness. 
The bathers were none other than the folks of the black 


island, the folks from his other dreams, who had walked 
with him towards the all-consuming horizon. Now they 
were splashing merrily. No matter how much splashing 
went on, no matter how much water went over the side, 
there was always enough in those tubs. They were 
inexhaustible. 


Every bather was naked except one. Tarko noticed it 
right away. The pale bodysuit and wrinkly little cap stood 
out like a sore thumb. That cap couldn’t even begin to fit 
the luminously orange periwig. It strained and stretched, a 
portrait of futility, and the hairs that stuck out sidewise 
seemed impervious to moisture anyway. Nobody else 
needed to do this, to cover themselves in this land of nudity. 
It was only Judge Julius who bathed this way. He was 
furious in his scrubbing. “Good God, Tarko!” He looked 
almost distraught, unlike all those around. “I can’t believe I 
waited this long to get clean. Or at least, to try to get clean. 
This filth, this mess, it doesn’t wash off so easily. I’ve been 
stained to the core, Tarko, by the corrupt filth of this 
wretched existence. I envy you. You don’t know what it’s 
like to be dirty and nasty. You don’t. You don’t know what 
it’s like. 

“No,” said Tarko. “You’re the one who’s clean. Don’t 
worry. I know you can’t see it right now, but you’re the one 
who’s clean.” 


Julius hardly seemed to take this in. He scrubbed 
frantically. As he lathered his scalp, an eyeball popped 


loose. The whistling from the socket spooked Tarko as he 
fished around in the abyssal water with his hand. The judge 
was deflating at a rapid rate. Tarko dipped the mans head 
under the water, letting that abyssal fluid in through the 
socket. Julius filled up rapidly with the black stuff. He 
regained his shape. “Thank you, Tarko,” the man sputtered 
as his head resurfaced. Tarko got hold of the rogue eye 
while the fluid squirted back out in a limp stream, like an 
underpowered squirt gun. They both worked on getting 
the errant orb back in its place. It popped in through the 
squidgy black dampness. “Ahhh,” the judge sighed in relief. 
“That’s what the doctor ordered.” 


“Judge.” Tarko looked deeply, almost romantically, into 
Julius eyes. “That black water will keep you from deflating 
for a while. But it won’t last forever.” 


“Tarko.” The judge met the artist look-for-look. 
“Nothing lasts forever. Nothing lasts.” 


Tarko noticed his garments weren't getting wet, even 
as water splashed all over his sleeves. “Judge, this is 
mighty funny water.” 


“Isn’t it? It’s good for you, you know. Promotes 
healthy sleep cycles. Insomnia, Tarko, it’s the worst thing. 
You never want that.” 


“T would have pegged you as an insomniac and no 
mistake.” 


“I know. It shows. After years of insomnia, you’d look 
like this too. Sweet black water, like dream milk. That’s 
what’s called for.” The judge closed his eyes. “Pure bliss. 
I’m sorry our eyeballs keep popping out. This religion we 
have going, you must really think it’s all a lot of hot air. But 
listen a while longer. Don’t be afraid of sleep, Tarko. That’s 
what we realize. Nothing lasts, and you can’t be afraid 
forever.” 


“Tagree. But you can’t be afraid of waking up either.” 


“Wanna bet? But no, I won’t play dumb. People have 
the right to choose. Life. I hate it. But it’s something that’s 
bound to happen. If someone chooses life, if they give 
themselves over to the raving insanity of True Romance, 
that’s their business and nobody elses.” 


“Julius. Do you think we’re alike?” 


Julius opened his eyes, looked at Tarko, closed them 
again. “Yes. Yes, Tarko, we’re very much alike, because 
we’re people of Destiny. Everyone knows the word 
‘destiny’. Few know what it means. Fewer still understand 
its full implications for their life. You and I are both victims 
of Destiny. So is every other sentient being in this 
miserable procession of existence. The difference, the thing 
that separates us and joins us on such an elemental level, is 
that we know it, Tarko. We know it.” 


Tarko nodded. “Victims. Yes. But though there’s 
something powerful in common, I believe the difference is 
more powerful yet.” 


“Do tell, Tarko. I’m all ears. The insanity of True 
Romance is one of the paltry few things that make life 
possible without killing ourselves on the spot. Do tell.” 


“I find that sentiment a bit extreme, Julius. Let’s not 
talk of everyone killing themselves. But I don’t mean to get 
overly sentimental on you. What was I saying?... Oh, yes. 
The important thing that differentiates us, more important 
than our bond over Destiny. Your colorful language 
distracted me. What was it...” 


Julius breathed deeply, allowing his great bulk to relax 
into the water until he was like a mammoth walrus. “Take 
your time, Tarko. I’m in no hurry. Hhhmmm.” 


Tarko thought. “Ah, yes. You said, truly, that we’re all 
victims. The key is that we of True Romance know how to 
get a kick out of it.” 


Julius raised an eyebrow, like a furry flag ona 
mountain of moist sloth. “Eh?” 


“Yes, it may sound farcical, but consider. We don’t 
blindly accept everything Destiny throws at us. Some blows 
are just blows. But others... others are delicious. Julius, I 
understand your anger. There’s no denying, nor any reason 
to deny it. We all have a right to complain however much 
we please. Destiny is cruel. But when its barbed whip hits 
you in just the right spot... I think you'll find it’s a sensation 
like no other.” 


“So you’re into that kinda stuff.” 


“BDSM? Have no interest whatsoever. More power to 
all the kinksters out there, but it’s not my thing. This is 
purely metaphorical, purely poetic.” 


“Aww, c’mon, man. Don’t just shut it down like that.” 


“T don’t ‘shut anything down’. I’m only so coarse in my 
wording because I don’t want you getting side-tracked.” 


‘Alright, furnish an example of this wonderful lashing 
by destiny.” 


Tarko chuckled softly. “Judge, I thought you’d be 
quicker on the uptake than that. I’m certain Old Tourb’s 
filled you in on all the little details. Do you not see it? Why, 
your example is right here before you. Your example is my 
very life.” 


“Yes, Tourbuillon has spoken of your strange ideas. My 
HAM radio has transmitted some particularly peculiar tales, 
and yours is one of them, alright. But this ‘beloved’ of 
yours, this ‘Destiny Lady’. You want to see her more than 
anything. Correct?” 


“Yes. And my life should just be a cruel torment, 
devoid of savor.” 


“So you enjoy your life. If you should find this beloved 
of yours, what then?” 


“Then? We'll see. Variety is the spice of life.” 


“Madness.” Julius sloshed water on himself like a 
cyclopean turkey self-basting in some odd black marinade. 


“Madness. That, that is what we all need. Our group, we 
have sanity. What we could use is a little madness. But 
Tarko. When we wake up, this conversation never 
happened. Understand?” 


Silence. Tarko was already gone. Had he been real? 
Was he, Julius, just a dream too, a part of Tarkos mind, or 
was Tarko only ever part of his? He looked at the other 
tubs. They were empty now. No bathers, not even any 
water. He looked down and saw that he was lying buck- 
naked in a dry tub. The lights of the chandeliers above 
were going out, slowly, one by one. It seemed the light boys 
had all gone home. There was no more moisture. Nothing 
lasted forever. Wait. Surely he was Tarko, dreaming he 
was Julius. Of course. Of course? 


The plaster was peeling from the pastel-pink walls. It 
got darker and darker, and his was the only tub, 
surrounded by empty pastel floor. Wait. There was one last 
light boy left. He flew down on his cherub wings. The 
cigarette lighter he held up was the only light left in the 
universe. Nothing was visible but the edge of the tub and 
the light boys face. The sardonic grin on that face was as 
simple as it was unfathomable. Then he took his thumb off 
the lighting-button, and there was nothing but sleep. 
Nothing but sleep. 


Tarko was still in bed as the ship headed out in the morning. 
Noon approached, and everyone was asking where the hero 


was, the one who’d saved Captain Shelley and everyone 
else with his incredible billiards skills. He was sitting in his 
room, looking at the last three drawings he’d made. The 
works hadn’t moved. Nor had any of his materials. He 
couldn’t imagine drawing. Nothing in the cabin had been 
shifted an inch since he’d first put those three pieces side- 
by-side to survey. He wasn’t deliberately avoiding moving 
things. He just wasn’t touching them. He didn’t know what 
to do with any of the stuff. He had no use for it. He couldn’t 
focus on a book. He couldn’t focus on anything. 


There was a knock. “Come in,” said Tarko. Dice 
opened the door a sliver. “Hey pal, just checkin’ to see that 
ya’s Okay.” 


“For Heavens sakes, Qice, come on in. No need to be 
bashful.” 


Qice entered. He took a seat on the hammock beside 
Tarko. Qice thought about Tarko, as he sat next to him. The 
fellow was so well-spoken, so unassuming and mannerly, 
that it was easy to forget how massively strong he was, until 
you were sitting right by him. Qice didn’t intimidate easily. 
Sitting here, he felt damn small. Then he saw the drawings. 


“Holy cow, Tark, look at these. Wow. It’s hard to get 
worked up about any drawing, no matter how good, but 
that is GOOD. I mean, you’re saving us all by winning at 
billiards, playing like a lifelong grandmaster - you’re the 
best at drawing, getting better by the day it seems - you’re 


built like a battalion of steel oxen - you know how to talk 
good - my man, you really have it all going on these days.” 


“Friend, you have a beautiful heart.” 


“Well thanks old buddy, you too. Man, I don’t mean to 
be nosey. I just had to check in on you. After what 
happened yesterday. I think we’re all a bit shaken. To think 
that dirty fink Julius is on this very ship. He was gonna 
detain us for who-knows-how-long, and over what? Shelley 
and Tuckersin might’ve been acting, but they were right 
when they told us not to poke our noses in this cult 
business. We shoulda listened to their fake words and 
never investigated. Now we’re going on a grand tour of the 
deluxe facilities. Why did I ask for that? Was I really still 
curious at that point? That was only a day ago. Just one 
day. I must’ve been in a whole different universe mentally. 
Maybe I was excitable from all the craziness, wasn’t 
thinking straight. Still can’t hardly think straight. Boy, 
what I wouldn’t give to be back in New Canc.” 


“T’m glad you asked for the tour. I take it that’s the 
reason we’re going to the Isle of Eyes. There’s nothing else 
there except a lot of eyes, if what I hear is true.” 


“Yeah. I’ve never been there either. Shelley and that 
Gassops guy are setting it all up.” 


“Gassops, he’s the other potentate that was arguing 
with Julius. Besides Patron Parkanno, I mean.” 


“Yeah, good remembering. Even I can’t hardly keep 
up with all these politicians names. They all just seem the 
same to me. This Gassops is hardly less nondescript than... 
what was it, Old Tuorb? It was only yesterday and 
already...” 


“T know. I think his name was “Tourb’, not “Tourb’. 
Don’t quote me on that.” 


“No, you're right. It was Old Tourb. This Gassops guy 
is nearly as boring and nondescript as him. Thankfully, he 
seems less slimy. It’s all relative. He’s making up a little 
itinerary for the island, Shelley tells me. Apparently the 
entire ship is going on this tour. Everything has passed us 
by, Tark. I remember when life was simple. Just go from 
one place to the next, do a funnyman routine, then move 


yw 


On. 


“Yes. I recall my lonely days on the road. I can’t say I 
see the past with the same sentimentality. But 
simplification would be welcome. What are we doing, Qice? 
Forget about the damn cult, I mean, what are we doing on 
this boat? We had things that gave us an identity. We got 
tired of them, we got on this boat to sail away from them. 
Oh, it was the right move. Staying put wouldn’t have got us 
anywhere. I don’t question that part. We needed a change. 
We outgrew the things we had let ourselves be defined by. 
Problem is, we aren’t sailing away from them. We allow 
them to follow us around. We sail away, but we don’t get 
away. We can’t. We can’t let go of those things, because 


when we do let them go, we don’t have a model for how to 
handle things next. We get all this freedom and then we 
don’t know where to go.” 


“Yeah. Yeah, man. Whoa. That’s right.” 


“Yes. We have all this freedom, but what can we do? It 
takes more than freedom. The second vital ingredient. To 
take genuine advantage of freedom, you need True 
Romance. But what if True Romance is hiding from you? 
It’s hiding, Qice. I want a good look, but it won’t let me 
have one. And now I’m wondering, I’m second-guessing. 
Oh, if only my Destiny Lady were here.” 


“I know what you’re talking about, old buddy. I get 
those feelings. Listen. You don’t need to do any different 
than you’re doing. You don’t need to explain yourself. You 
are the consummate True Romantic. You don’t need to do 
jack.” 


“Your encouraging words do you more credit than they 
do me. Qice, do you remember a time when people said 
things like, ‘It’ll all work itself out’? Or, ‘Everything will sort 
itself out, like it always does’? Can you imagine a more 
ridiculous notion?” Tarko chuckled morosely. “That is the 
sign of a simple time. Now is not sucha time. Things are 
happening, events are churning, wild new dreams are 
being dreamt. Our dreams leap out ahead of us, Qice, they 
leave us behind. If it’s that way for us, think of how tough it 
is for normal people. This is a wild new time. Thing is, I 
don’t know quite what makes it so wild.” 


“It’s people like you, Tark. You made history yesterday. 
You’re the kinda bold character that makes these new times 
wild.” 


“Me? Hardly likely. Yesterday was an unusual fluke. 
I’m just an average hobo, a vagabond. Slave to Destiny.” 


“’Slave to Destiny’? Pah. Bullshit. Pardon my 
language, Tark, but you’re a slave to nothing. Least-of-all 
destiny. What you’ve done has been the epitome of the self- 
starter story. You had nothing, nobody. You taught yourself 
to draw. You got better and better. Sought out new 
markets, all the time. Eventually made enough so that you 
could go on a cruise like this. And with those three 
drawings - and I’m not exaggerating, those look better than 
what I’ve seen in museums, and I’ve been in some of the 
best in the business - with those three drawings you could 
finance six more cruises like this, no problem. I’ll even get 
you some connections if ya want, that’ll put your lazy 
worthless collectors to shame. You deserve it, because you 

did all of it. What did Destiny do? Nothing. Destiny. Pah. 
What a crock of shit, Destiny. You’ve already beat Destiny a 
hundred times over. Hell, you beat it just by getting up in 
the morning. Yet here you are thinking that you’re its slave. 
If anything, it’s yours.” 


“This is when I’d like to tell you that you don’t 
understand the difficult concept of Destiny.” 


“Oh yeah?” 
“Yeah. That’s what I’d like to say.” 


“And why’s that?” 


Tarko started to laugh. “Because it would make me 
feel smart.” He laughed and laughed, and Qice laughed 
with him. Soon they were rocking the hammock with their 
hilarity. 


Qice sighed. “You really want to find your woman, 
don’t you?” 


“Yes. Qice, I don’t care what most people think. But 
you’re a True Romantic like myself. Tell me. Do you think 
she exists?” 


Qice shrugged. “At first, I thought no. There’s no way 
you would just come up with something in your head, ata 
time when you were down-and-out and vulnerable, and that 
something would be linked to a real person somewhere. It 
sounded too made-up. Now, knowing you better, I’ve seen 
your abilities. Who knows what you’re capable of, Tark? 
Maybe there was some kinda psionic thing happening 
there. You’ve always been so sure of it. I guess that’s what 
makes me the most skeptical, even now. By your telling, 
from the moment you saw her, you had absolute certainty. 
Don’t you think that’s kinda unusual?” 


“Yes. Yes, 1 do. And I take it you never would have 
brought this up with me, if I hadn’t asked about it, for fear 
of doing me psychological damage?” 


“Well, yeah, I wouldn’t want to hurt your feelings. I 
wouldn’t use the word ‘damage’, though. It’s not like you’re 


some delicate little flower, Tark, I know that. You can 
handle straight talk, unlike most folks. I just don’t wanna 
risk hurting my friends, even a small bit. More my own 
squeamishness than anything.” 


“Of course, good Qice. You’re too right in your 
thinking. I may not be a delicate little flower. But no one is 
invulnerable. Everybody hurts. It’s accepted wisdom that 
those who display the hardest exteriors, often hurt the 
most. I don’t think that’s entirely wrong.” 


There was a silence. 
Qice said, “I have a fan request.” 
“Shoot.” 


“Now, you’re the artist. I wouldn’t want to accidentally 
get you off track from whatever was most artistically 
promising, or however you Say it. I would just like, for mere 
preference, to see a piece you did that wasn’t of that same 
figure, but where you really put similar effort into it. I know 
you’ve done still-lifes and stuff before, but you told me you 
just pumped those out to satisfy the market. What I’m 
talking about is something that wasn’t this one figure, and 
which you didn’t do just to satisfy the market. Does that 
make sense? I know, it doesn’t really, does it? I’m basically 
saying, ‘Draw something for yourself, but draw what I want 
you to.’ Do what I’m requesting, for yourself. It doesn’t 
make sense. But that’s just my fantasy, my idea of what I’d 
like. It could be anything, anything outside of your Destiny 
Lady, and it wouldn’t have to mean no more Destiny Lady 


sketches. It’s just that after these three, I think you’ve 
reached the heights of drawing of this figure. I can’t 
imagine how much farther up you can go! Otherwise, I 
wouldn't even say anything, and I’d just let you work. Tell 
me if that’s what I should be doing now too.” 


Tarko shook his head. He mustered his thoughts. “No, 
you’re entirely in the right, good Qice. It’s time to draw 
other subjects. If there was ever anything to my over- 
wrought notions of manifestation, if they weren’t just the 
ramblings of a True Romantic madman, then by now, by my 
admittedly-possibly-deranged reckoning, to draw more 
images of my Lady of Destiny would only muddy the waters. 
I could risk everything by banging my head against that 
brick wall. If there’s to be a manifestation, I’ve done all I 
can towards it. The only thing to do is wait. If I’m wrong 
and merely deluded, then the right thing to do is draw 
something else. If I’m right and my fate hangs on the 
balance, then the right thing to do is draw something else. 
I have no great conviction either way. If I have any desire 
to draw right now, dear friend, it’s only to wash away all 
that uncertainty, and focus on something new. And I tell 
you. I begin to wonder if it even matters, if it’s worth 
worrying about whether I’m as mad as old Lahern, or 
simply a victim of a complex psionic misunderstanding. 

Perhaps the point is to not be a victim either way, that we 
never were victims, anywhere but in our own minds. But 
then, I’m left questioning the nature of victimhood, and it 
feels like I’ve made no real progress.” He looked out the 


window. “Say, the ship’s moving at a good clip. As is to be 
expected, I guess, of the Farewell.” 


“Yeah, they’re damn good at this sailing business. 
Shelley says we should reach Eyes City the day after 
tomorrow. I’m getting’ kinda hungry. Wonder when lunch 
is.” 

“Why don’t we amble over to the mess and see how 
things are progressing?” 


“Capital idea, Tark. Capital.” The men arose with a 
dual heave. They left the small room. Tarko stole a glance 
at the images on the desk before closing the door. Fora 
moment, they looked like the cenotaphs to some 
disintegrated Destiny, perhaps to all disintegrated 
Destinies. For a moment, thoughts of his Destiny Lady 
assailed him with as much delirious passion as they’d ever 
had. Then an alien impatience struck him, and he shut the 
door and set his mind on other things. 


There was no sign of either Julius or Potentate Gassops. 
Deekus said they were in some chamber belowdecks 
normally reserved for crew meetings. Sitting around, 
discussing things. Planning. Arguing. Nobody missed 
either of them. The sky was cloudless, and the sun was 
scorching. Tarko and Qice had the deck almost to 
themselves during the heat of the day, as per usual. The 
rare wind only blew the humidity around a bit, and even 
then, only briefly. There was an oppressive haze over the 


ship. Gaarth and Pert were in fine health now, but they 
were still withdrawn. Ross buried himself in swabbing. 
Tuckersin spent most of the day in his cabin, reading. 
Lahern was silent. There was no more rambling about 
sorcery. He ate his meals, then disappeared back to his 
cabin. Tarko couldn’t get anything out of him. 


The morning of the second day out, the wind died 
down completely. The ship progressed at a crawl. The heat 
made even Qice and Tarko sweat heavily. It wasn’t until the 
afternoon of the third day out that the harbor to Eyes City 
inched into view. There was an epidemic of grumpiness 
among the passengers. They complained bitterly about 
their luck regarding the weather. There was less talk of 
cults, a subject which already felt like a passing fad. None 
had any idea what was going on with their captain and the 
strange dignitaries that had been spotted by a few night 
owls when they’d come aboard the ship, and rarely seen 
after. Tales circulated, from the few people who’d been 
there. An old lady had apparently had trouble sleeping that 
night. She’d gone up to the deck to get some night air. A 
massive procession of important-and-dangerous-looking 
people had marched up to the ship as she watched, puzzled 
and slightly frightened. They’d made a hullabaloo. This 
was the extent of most passengers knowledge. It had been 
hours past the typical bedtime when it all happened. 


Now, here they were at the Isle of Eyes, a rare visit for 
tourists. It was an island just off the mainland, with few 
attractions and a modest economy. When the coast came 


into view, enthusiasm started picking up. Towering palm 
trees leaned out towards the ocean all along the shore. 
Farther in, green hills rolled. Crowning every palm tree 
was a massive milky green eye. As the Farewell inched 
closer, those with telescopes spotted brown pupils rolling 
around in the eyes. It was as if the coast itself were 
watching their approach. Tuckersin came up on deck to 
see it. “I’ve never seen tree eyes like that, in all my years 
living on the northern coastal regions of the mutated 
southern continent. There must be an epidemic.” Lahern 
stood by him. He seemed about to say something, then 
thought better of it. 


The dock was small and unimpressive. Hardly more 
than a few aging adobe warehouses, their unmaintained 
surfaces flaking off in the heat. The gangplank dropped. 
Shelley stepped off the ship and looked around. There was 
no one in sight. Julius and Gassops emerged from their 
chambers. Slowly, passengers began following Shelley 
down the gangplank. They milled around, squawking in the 
heat about what a crummy town this must be, with nobody 
doing any work. There were a couple of other ships, 
trading vessels by the look of them. There was no visible 
activity on them either. The only conclusion anyone could 
come up with was that it was some custom to rest during 
the heat of the day. Even allowing for this, to not see a 
single worket... 


Tarko surveyed the crowd that was gathering. Soon 
most of the cruisers were milling around on the docks, 


gossiping about their strange destination. Their 
raggedness was more striking to him than ever before. 
Julius and Gassops began shouting for everyones attention. 
One and all were cordially invited on a tour of the town. 
Surely this wasn’t the promised tour of the Family Circle 
headquarters. Tarko had felt sure the ‘criminals’ would be 
invited to lunch or something, and would take the tour from 
there, away from the rest of the passengers. Perhaps Julius 
and Gassops just felt like giving a tour. The two men led the 
way from the docks, with Shelley right behind them, and 
everyone else following her like sheep or baby ducks. 


The streets were the dingiest Tarko had ever seen. 
This place was millimeters from being classified as “ruins”, 
and it was only the assurances of the tour guides that let 
anyone know it was inhabited. Broken windows were the 
norm on almost every building. Crumbling walls were a 
common sight. Many homes had no roof. It felt like Eyes 
City would wash into the ocean at the next largish storm. 
As the tour moved inland, the town spread out to be larger 
than was let on by the small dock. Whatever had caused it 
to grow to such a size, it must have happened long ago. 
There was no vegetation, with or without eyes, anywhere 
within the city limits. As they got farther in, a single type of 
inhabitant became visible in shaded corners and deep back- 
alleys. They were old men, dressed in rags, but identical in 
their general outlines to those pistoleer lackies of Julius. 
They skulked, they frowned at the noisy visitors, they kept 
their distance. 


The first stop was an old church. “This old religion,” 
trumpeted Gassops, “had a belief system that involved the 
glorification of plant-like divinities. Not much is known of 
their theology today. Some say they were the progenitors 
for various secretive modern groups. Oh, don’t worry. 
Historical accounts tell us they were a mostly-harmless 
bunch.” He let out an artificial laugh as he practically 
skipped through the open double doors of the ruin. It was a 
giant, squat building. The outside was covered in simple 
bas-reliefs of crawling vines. Tarko couldn’t tell what type 
of rock they were sculpted from. It felt ancient to him. 
When he looked closely, he saw that there were alternating 
light and dark bands. These striations shifted and wavered 
throughout the extent of the buildings facade. Stepping 
back, taking the structure in again, the thought had a 
dizzying effect. He stepped into the dim interior along with 
the rest of the crowd. The ceiling still held. But there was 
no great painting on it, no magnificent arches or dazzling 
stained-glass skylight. Instead, small windows let the light 
in at irregular, seemingly random spots, like perforations 
made haphazardly by some giant needle. The interior was 
plain and empty, unnervingly empty. There weren’t even 
any pews. A simple wooden pulpit sat near the rear. It felt 
like miles of dusty floor separated the group from that 
pulpit. The walls were painted a dull, uniform red. Behind 
the pulpit there were a few of the same sort of vine-like bas- 
reliefs as those outside. 


Gassops spoke. He spoke about the generations of 
honest folk that went to that church. Tarko could barely 
hear him. He was lost in his musings, his questions, and a 
horrible thought emerged from those musings. He couldn’t 
say what made it so horrible. On its surface, it was 
perfectly mundane. He received a mental image ofa 
woman, in years long past, standing at that podium, when 
the church was in full swing. She orated, but he couldn’t 
tell what it was she was saying. There was no sound to this 
image. The thought resolved itself into clearer and clearer 
resolution, and it became clear that the woman standing 
there, at that vital central pulpit for what was clearly the 
antecedent of the Family Circle, was- of course- none other 
than his beloved, his Lady of Destiny. 


He was shaken by this thought, shaken to the core. It 
was beyond explanation. Not only did he lack any 
conviction of its veracity within the context of actual history. 
On the contrary, he was almost certain it had nothing to do 
with any real events, that it was just a stray imagining. 
Why, then, react to it at all, much-less react with horror and 
dread? Could it be the simple possibility that it opened up, 
the idea that his Destiny Beloved, as real as she was, was a 
vision from the past, unmeetable in this present world, 
forever closed off to him in his present state? But he had 
no horror of this notion. Indeed, while he hated to think it, 
he frankly thought it to be quite likely, and though this 
thought was distasteful to him, he didn’t shy away from it, 
even reflexively, even a little bit. He welcomed anything 


that might be the truth. After all, it would explain much. 
Why had he felt drawn, reflexively, momentarily, to the 
horrific torpor of the nihilists? 


Could it be that he recognized, on an instinctive level, 
that Death was his best bet for a meeting, at long last, with 
his Destined Beloved? That would perfectly fit with his 
emotions and reactions, how he had sobered up from the 

attraction to that dark island, almost fully putting it aside in 
the light of day. It was senseless to stop searching, when 
one could cover all avenues. The notion of suicide was 
totally alien to his character, a mere absurdity that elicited 
no strong reaction. Death was a certainty, requiring no 
effort on his part. It would tend to itself, at a later date. 
Further, he had finished his drawings, the three 
masterpieces, and the manifestation process had seemed to 
unexpectedly wrap itself up with no visible results to show 
for it. Could it be that it was only ever a manifestation of 
the destined realization, an understanding beyond time, 
that his Destined Beloved was a beauty that was beyond 
time, like a perfect still image? Could it have simply been 
the baleful chicanery of Time that had impelled him, all 
along? 


Things felt clearer to him. The politician Gassops 
droned on and on, talking about failed renovation efforts or 
some such nonsense. Tarko saw Lahern, standing a bit 
apart. He walked over. Perhaps this new location would 
provide the stimuli to get the fellow to say a few words. 
“Friend Lahern, what do you think of all this?” He spoke 


quietly enough to avoid disrupting the interminable speech. 
“Is this our ‘deluxe tour of the Family Circle facilities’? I for 
one can’t tell. It doesn’t look like much of a deluxe facility 
to me.” 


“It was the tour, man, that was supposed to be deluxe, 
not the facilities. I agree, however. It doesn’t look like any 
sort of facility. It’s adamn ruin. But don’t be lulled into 
complacency. Things are going to happen, very soon. And 
when they do, Tarko, I’ll need you on my side. Can I count 
on you?” 


“Friend Lahern, I wish you would let me in on what you 
were planning.” 


“You'll see, Tark, you'll see. I can’t see these villains 
win any longer. Don’t worry. Soon, everything will be taken 
care of.” He turned from Tarko, quickly lost again in his 
Own musings. 


Tarko nodded. “That’s damn good to hear. It’s past 
time things were taken care of.” It was always past time 
things were taken care of. Always past time. 


Gassops wrapped up his rambling with a few words 
about how lucky they all were that the ruin still survived 
and the ceiling didn’t fall in on itself. There was dead 
silence as he finished speaking. Everyone looked down at 
the dusty floor. Then they were ushered out of that dismal 
place, back into the unbearable heat. They walked on, 
through miserable avenues. The homes were less ruined 
now, more ramshackle. Warped planks were often nailed 


over broken places, or simply set atop broken roofs. Tarp 
became a common construction material. Julius and 
Gassops led the flock to an open area. Dusty and barren, it 
was nonetheless a refreshing change from the 
claustrophobic streets. At the far end of the open space, a 
few folks were eating at rickety tables in an extremely 
humble marketplace. Now the tourists saw inhabitants who 
weren't only old men. Dusty, naked children ran around, 
their hoarse play-yells the only remote trace of gaiety 
within the city boundaries. Men and ladies sipped soup, 
quiet, humble eyes filled with humble musings, heads 
typically kept down towards their bowls. A table of old 
women was eating plain-looking cookies and playing some 
archaic card game. They chatted in low tones. Everyone 
was ragged, but none were as threatening as the old men 
had seemed. They all turned and looked at the intruding 
tourists, as if they were being presented with a viewing of 
some indecent novelty gift. Then they went right back to 
their activities. Things outside their narrow world ceased 
to register for them after only a moment. It wasn’ta 
political matter, or even an emotional one. It was part of 
the conditions of their existence. 


The group stood in line, depleting the daily soup supply 
and filling the piggy banks of the markets food stalls. They 
sat and ate in the dusty heat, with only a few tarps on stilts 
for shade. It was fine soup. Soon, everyone was finished. 
They had done their duty supporting local economies. It 
was time to get out of there. 


They walked to the edge of town. Tarko was relieved 
to reach the end of the sullen wreckage and see pure green 
nature on the other side. There was a cliff here, 
overlooking the ocean. Palm trees with giant eyes were in 
abundance near-and-on the edge of this cliff. They all 
looked outward. This lifted everyones spirits. The few kids, 
tired from walking, jumped at the sight of them. Julius and 
Gassops stopped patiently to let people examine the great 
drooping eyes, high above. Parents held kids well-back 
from the drop off. Those pupils twitched around ina 
perfect picture of derangement. It felt like the eyes could 
fall at any time, like over-ripe coconuts. 


They left the town behind, went down a short path 
through abundant tropical shrubbery. At the paths end was 
an opening in the ground, with a stone spiral staircase 
descending into darkness. Tarkos heart sank. He looked 
around. Pert and Gaarth were looking at one another as if 
to confer on whether they wanted to go down, or wait up 
top. Qice had his eyes closed. Lahern seemed off in his 
own world. There was no sign of Ross or Deekus. They 
must have stayed on the ship. Tuckerin stroked his little 
dog, no trace of concern on his face. Captain Shelley was 
totally stone-faced. Did she know what was down those 
steps? 


“This,” said Gassops, “is the entrance to a truly 
amazing grotto. For folks who get claustrophobic, I want to 
assure you that it opens out to a lovely view of the ocean. 
You won’t be trapped underground. You’ve got to see this 


to believe it! Follow me.” He turned to the hole. A look 
crossed the face of Judge Julius, before he turned as well. 
Tarko could never forget that look of tormented defeat. 


Everyone walked down. The steps were broad. There 
was no slipperiness. They went down, down for a vertigo- 
inducing moment. It was like stepping down through 
howling eons in the blink of an eye. There was a noise in 
the back of Tarkos head, a noise like the wind during that 
strange hurricane, the one that had lifted Perts sunken-ship 
home from the bottom of the sea. The sound, the howling, 
it thrummed against the black sides of that spiraling 
downward passage. Tarko felt that he knew what it was like 
to descend through the unending night of the outer black 
gulfs. Descending those steps, he felt that he was 
descending into some plain of irreducible truth at the 
bottom of the realms of dreams. Then the descent ended, 
and the whole gaggle of tourists stepped out. 


Tarko stepped out. The sight into which he stepped 
answered a thousand questions, and raised a million new 
ones. It was something which made him wish to foreswear 
question-asking for the rest of time. 


They had just assumed that the black island was the 
only place containing the black rocks. At least, Tarko had 
assumed that. If there were multiple locations, wouldn't 
the rocks be more well-known? Reexamining the 
assumption made it seem silly. Tourbuillon Gaarth had let 


slip that there were multiple locations of the black rock. 
For some reason, Tarko had assumed they would all be 
islands. Here was a spacious grotto made up of the black 
rock. If this much of the stuff could be hidden right beside 
a populated area, on a well-known and well-mapped island 
just off the mainland... How many other places might it be? 
Why, indeed, had it not been heard of? It made his head 
ache, thinking of how many amazing things there surely 
were, right under his nose - yet he didn’t even have the 
faintest inkling of their existence. 


And how spacious was this grotto? Spacious enough to 
house a tribe of retirees larger, even, than the one on the 
black island. It stretched. It was a lovely grotto, an 
impressive grotto. And it was an edible grotto. The view of 
the waves was indeed perfect. How could it not be? There 
were a few jagged rocks, against which the surf crashed. 
Then nothing but ocean, uninterrupted. All around, ragged 
figures, identical to those on the black island, roamed. 
There were cubby-holes in the walls, which certainly served 
the same purpose as those sooty igloos had. The cruisers 
were abuzz at the sight of it all. 


“Look!” cried Gassops, his lanky form jerking about in 
enthusiasm. “This local tribe has lived here for years. 
Turns out, they get everything they need by sucking on the 
rocks of the grotto. Try grabbing some. You can pull it 
apart like taffy, if you put some elbow grease into it!” 


Lahern was rolling around on the ground in a state of 
ecstasy, black rocks clutched in either white fist. “Ohh! The 
sorcery here is incredible! Enough to effortlessly power the 
greatest workings for a thousand years! Can you not feel it, 
friend Tarko? The most powerful magical force of them all, 
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that of life and Jove, suffusing the air around us 


Julius barked, “There is no ‘life and love’ here, orange 
pup. Only madness. What we do today is the gravest 
blasphemy.” 


Shelley looked firmly at her father. “Nonsense, friend 
Julius. What we do here today is a brave experiment, for a 
brave new era in which perilous new possibilities are 
opening up, exhausting in their over-abundance. We must 
do the right thing. We only have one chance. And we will. 
These people, in this grotto, they chose to be here, at one 
point. But they’ve forgotten. Now, let’s bring them the gift 
of possibility.” 


Julius cried, “The scourge of possibility! THE 
SCOURGE!” 


The yell rattled the tourists, but the grotto locals 
seemed not to have heard it. Shelley walked up to one of 
these locals. “Greetings, friend.” 


“A fine day it is,” the ragged old man replied. There 
were bits of black rock stuck in his teeth. 


“How’s life treating you?” 


“Wonderful. I loves ta eat the black rocks.” 


“That’s lovely. What if I told you that you could travel 
from this grotto, go to visit new places?” 


The man looked puzzled. “Places? What places?” 


“Why, there’s a whole world of other places out there. 
I must warn you, traveling could involve some discomfort. 
The reward is literally the world. You'll get to see sights 
you never even dreamed of.” 


“Right? Well sign me up.” 


Julius pointed viciously at the old man. “He doesn’t 
even know what he’s saying!” 


The man squinted at the giant judge, peered up at the 
giant orange periwig far overhead. “Who’s this unpleasant 
fellow?” 


“I’m Julius, Peortwin. I’m an old friend of yours from 
the billiards club, but you don’t need to worry about that. 
In fact you should avoid thinking about it at all cost. You 
were a good man, and now you're able to enjoy your well- 
deserved reward for your many years of service, and these 
meddlers are trying to ruin all of that.” 


“Hmm. Well, when do we head out?” 


Shelley enlisted Peortwin to spread the news, that 
everyone in the grotto had the option of going on a cruise, if 
they wanted to. Soon Peortwin had enlisted two more, and 
Shelley had enlisted two more, and the news was spreading 


like wildfire. Withing thirty minutes, every member of the 
grotto community had elected to go on the cruise. 


“Ha,” said Julius, arms folded, as the ragged bunch all 
gathered around, chatting with the amazed tourists. “Now 
you’ve got yourself in a pickle. How will you fit this whole 
lot on the Farewell to Kings?” 


Shelley whistled. 


The Farewell sailed in from around the corner, its 
glorious silhouette made bold against the light glinting off 
the waves and the bright clear sky. For a moment Tarko 
was worried about the jagged rocks. Then he realized that 
his perspective was somehow skewed. The rocks were so 
low and close-by, that the gangplank went right over them. 
Even if the hull scraped up against them, it would surely 
only do superficial damage at that speed. At the gangplank, 
Deekus stood. Alongside the Farewell, there now came the 
two ships from the port, which Tarko had thought likely to 
be trading vessels. The dogface visage of Bazz Atan 
appeared near the gangplank of one. The other didn’t drop 
its gangplank. It just sat there. 


“Surely,” said Julius, “you don’t think two whole ships 
are necessary for this crowd you’ve taken in. One should 
suffice.” 


For answer, Shelley called out to the ship that hadn’t 
dropped the gangplank. “Hey guys, c’mon out and say hi.” 


From over the railing, the faces of the ragged 
inhabitants of the black island peered. They waved, 
shouting pleasantries. One woman lifted a piece of black 
rock and called to her grotto-dwelling peers, “Don’t worry! 
They found a way to grow the stuff.” 


Shelley nodded to Julius. “She’s right. I didn’t have 
time to tell you, we have rock nurseries where we can grow 
the stuff onboard. It’s a revolutionary new emergency food 
supply.” 

“How long,” asked a defeated and deflated Julius, 
“Have you been bamboozling the people of Sacred Island 
Number Four? I thought they, at least, were safe.” 


“Oh, I just had some of my people go over and ask if 
they wanted to join. Every one of them did, just like here. 
Then this ship went straight to the Isle of Eyes to wait for 
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us. 
“Ah. So you planned this all out.” 


“Yes. The whole thing. Though I couldn’t have known 
that we’d have an amazing billiards player in our ranks, 
until a while ago. That was fortunate. You could learn a 
thing or two from Tarko, you know, Julius. Tarko is a true 
gentleman.” She puta slight emphasis on the man portion 
of the word gentleman, subtle, but detectable. 


“T guess you’re saying I’m not a man.” 


“T didn’t say that.” 


“Oh good God.” 


Qice went over to Shelley. “But, Cap, you never 
conferred on any of this with me. I can see you guessing 
that someone might figure on tempting the old judge into a 
billiards match. Hell, if I hadn’t done that part, you coulda 
just done it yourself. But how did you know I would 
mention anything about taking any kinda tour?” 


Shelley shrugged. “I didn’t.” 
“Well if I hadn’t, what would we have done?” 


“Come over to the island and see if everyone wanted to 
go on a cruise.” 


“Oh. Yeah, yeah I guess so. Not like you’d need my 
permission.” His head hung slightly, long toupee nearly 
brushing the tip of Shelleys tricorn hat. “Y’know, I really 
overthink things.” 


Shelley patted the clown on the shoulder. “You’ve been 
invaluable, Qice. More than anything, we just love having 
you around. Don’t worry about being ‘useful’. That’s not 
what this cruise is about.” 


Lahern went up to the group, pockets stuffed to near- 
breaking with rock, rock flecks in his mouth, rock breath 
coming off him in waves. “Oh, the divine magic. We really 
have done it. Tarko, I know I told you I’d need you in my 
corner, but it looks like I didn’t need any help after all. All 
this materia makes the proper workings into childs-play. 
We’ve had a long, rough few weeks, haven’t we? But it’s 


paid off. It really has. I know I’m a bit gruff, maybe even 
occasionally overly-professional, about this sorcery stuff. 
I’ve been really worrying about it, lately. But everyone’s 
done their part. You did great back there, Tark, with the 
billiards game. My incantations hardly did any of it. No, I 
mean that, it was really mostly you. And... well, there’s 
more than that. I’m a mans man, not very good with 
emotions, I know, and believe me I’m working on it, but... 
Tark. You’ve come a long way. You really, really have. 
You’re not nearly as insane as when I first saw you. I want 
you to know... that I’m proud of you.” There was a genuine, 
honest-to-God tear at the corner of the maniacs eye. 


Tarko nodded. “Lahern. I treasure that. I always 
value your judgement. When you’re on, Lahern, you’re 
right on.” He wanted to say more, but the words wouldn’t 
come. It was all too amazing. 


The inhabitants of the grotto boarded their appointed 
vessel. Shelley went from ship to ship, ensuring that 
everything was ready for a voyage across the mighty 
Atlantic. The wind was picking back up. As the sun set, the 
three ships headed out from the grotto, out against a 
blazing sky from the Isle of Eyes, with its eyes watching 
them disappear into the distance. 


I will keep researching, and I’m confident I’ll find some 
word of what happened to them next. It’s improbable to me 
that all three ships, sturdy craft being manned by the top 


professionals in the business, would have sunk. However, 
there have been strange instances of seemingly inexplicable 
sinkings, and the possibility can’t be dismissed out-of-hand. 
It’s often been noted how odd it seems, if the voyage went 
according to plan, that not a single person from it would be 
on record as ever having been heard from again. But that’s 
assuming that the proper records aren’t just hiding 
somewhere, unaccounted for, but available to whoever finds 
them. Which only raises the question - why would such 
records be hiding? One possibility that’s been brought up, 
is that of a colony set up across the ocean, where all parties 
lived out the rest of their days, possibly even starting their 
own society. This seems like a probable explanation, but 
there’s no concrete proof for it. 


I personally don’t have a favored theory. I’m just 
interested in finding the facts. One day, I believe, I will find 
them. There’s something which gives me hope. Earlier in 
this document, I wrote of Tarkos ride beside Deekus on the 
famous New Cancun Ferris wheel. I said of his emotions at 
that moment, “Even in his needed moment of peace, he felt 
shadowy realizations, flitting around the back of his mind. 

I’m told that he would not be able to consciously put 
together, for a great while yet, the causes of these emotions 
- that forcing thoughts of his Destiny Lady from his mind 
was a prerequisite to this peaceful feeling. But though the 
realization would not come to the surface, it lurked below, 
along with other, startling realizations of its ilk. These 
shadowy humours had come to stay. They were already a 


part of him.” I have added, here, italics around the words 
I’m told. It reveals that there’s a source - multiple sources 
in fact - working from the assumption that Tarkos emotional 
journey continued for a great while past the events of the 
story. The departure of the Farewell to Kings from the Isle 
of Eyes wasn’t all that long after the visit to New Cancun. 
At some point, multiple credible sources were working from 
the assumption that Tarko developed much more, that he 
surely did much more, after the adventure of the Family 
Circle. 


Yet it remains a mystery to us. Captain Shelley Jert, 
one of the greatest and most competent captains to every 
stand at the helm of a passenger galleon in the Gulf Coast 
region and beyond, took off with a veritable hoard of 
historic figures, and disappeared from our sight. I 
sometimes wonder if this was the plan all along, if it was a 
desired outcome, on her part, that we should be left to 
wonder. And I wonder if Tarko ever found the peace he was 
seeking. Sometimes, I think that he crossed that ocean, 
landed at the far shore, and found his Lady of Destiny. I 
imagine them living together, madly in love, in some idyllic 
cottage on a tree-dotted hillside in a rustic mountain range, 
until the end of their days. Clearly naive. But the 
possibility can’t be dismissed out-of-hand. For a person of 
True Romance, no possibility can be dismissed. 


Notes 


[1] 


Holoputer - the primary communications device of this far-future age. 
They’re not employed nearly as often as we use our “personal 
computers”, but the functions are similar. The main differences are that 
they’re much more durable, usually lasting between thirty and fifty years 
depending on upkeep, and they have monochromatic holographic 
displays instead of monitors, with color options sometimes used by 
connoisseurs of certain “art transmissions”. They’re considered luxuries 
rather than necessities. 


[—2] 


Land-mammals- a slang term used by Fishoid and other aqueous people, 
to describe most non-aqueous people. 


[-3] 

In the far future, the electronic game “Tetris” is a major sport. Its 
popularity easily eclipses all other electronic games combined. The 
fandom of the game at that time could be seen as roughly analogous to 
the traditional fandom for baseball, in contrast to the relatively niche 
fandom for electronic games at the time of writing. 
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Homo-simianoid is the future term for features, particularly facial, which 
we would consider to be those of a “normal human”. At the time of this 
story, it’s estimated about sixty percent of the world population will have 
“homo-simianoid” features. The second-most-common, those with 
“Dogface” features, is estimated at around eighteen percent. Note that 
both these groups are comprised of a huge variety - such as Laherns 
orange fur, or the wide range of different dog breeds which Dogface 
individuals might resemble. These statistics will be unknown at the time, 
unfortunately, since such things will be viewed as having little-to-no value. 


